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Foreword 


AMERICANS are beginning to turn a searchlight on themselves and 
their civilization, and interpret both to the world. The present study is 
intended as a trial e ssay in this direction. 

I start with w/tat the book is not—neither a history of American civi¬ 
lization nor a description of life today in the American regions, states, 
and cities. Both have been done well by a number of scholars and jour¬ 
nalists. Nor have I written here an indictment or apologia, either a cele¬ 
bration of “the American way " or a lament about it. Finally, this is not 
a “whither, whither" book embodying the prophecy of disaster. In short, 
those who are looking for the historical, the descriptive, the polemic, or 
the apocalyptic must look elsewhere. 

What I have tried, rather, is to grasp—however awkwardly—the pat¬ 
tern and inner meaning of contemporary American civilization and its 
relation to the world of today. 

A personal word may not be out of place. You write a book not for 
the elaborate reasons you spelt out but mainly because you can't help it. 
Whatever I have written, thought, felt m the past has converged on the 
grand theme of the nature and meaning of the American experience. 
Whenever 1 have tried to chip off a fragment—on American government, 
on liberalism, on foreign policy, on morals—I found that it lost some of 
its meaning when torn from the rest. Yet to attempt the subject as a 
whole seemed a formidable, even arrogant, task. In I finally over¬ 
rode my hesitation and started the book on its present scale. It has been 
more than a decade in the writing. 

No Americar}, perhaps no one alive today, can pretend to view Ameri¬ 
can civilization with an anthropological detachment. The " anthropo¬ 
logical attitude " (Kroeber) and the "sense of cultural shock" (Benedict) 
come from seeing values in a culture almost wholly disparate from your 
own. No American can achieve detachment in studying America, and I 
doubt whether even a European or Asian can. Paraphrasing Lord Acton, 
one might say that the only detached student of American civilization 
would be a dead one, since he would no longer care. The best you can do 
to achieve perspective is to keep a certain emotional distance from your 
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subject. When the subject is your own people and civilization it is hard 
to keep the distance. Your hopes and fears for America manage to break 
through and color the analysis. 

Obviously any book about America published at a time of interna¬ 
tional discord and seething world revolution is bound to be interpreted 
within this frame of planetary turmoil, and the question will inevitably 
be asked whether this 'jook is "for" or " against " America, whether it is 
a rosy and euphoric picture seen in a haze of promise or an unsparing 
indictment. 

I have tried to avoid both these sins—for an American the stn of com¬ 
placency and the sin of self-hatred. I love my country and my culture, 
but it is no service to them, nor to the creed of democracy, to gloss over 
the rough facts of American life. Similarly, much have l traveled in the 
realms of Europe and Asia—and even in the realms of Marx and Veblen 
—and if there is a single count in the anti-American indictment I have 
not at some point confronted, it has not been through lack of diligence 
or realism. But it would be no sen/ice to the most committed critics of 
America to give them a distorted picture of American civilization only 
in order to nourish their distaste. Let the great world debate about 
America go on as it will and must: the task 1 set for myself is intended 
to have no strategic relation to it. 

America is by any standard a towering technology and culture, with 
economic, military, and political power, the only rival power-mass being 
Russia. Wherever you find so much vitality packed tightly in a segment 
of human society, it is evidence of a striking convergence of history, en¬ 
vironment, biological stock, psychological traits, institutional patterns, 
collective will and drive. When such a combination catches fire in the 
world's imagination and polarizes the emotional energies of men— 
whether for love or hate—you have a memorable civilization. 

In dealing with something so provocative it is easy to be waylaid by 
the transient and miss the enduring. I have tried to remember that po¬ 
litical struggles and economic programs wither and grow stale, the con¬ 
troversies which fill the pages of today's press become jangled images 
tomorrow, and party leaders end up as dimly remembered steel-plate 
engravings in the history books. America is not only changes and chances. 
It is also permanence. 

That is why the questions / ask about Americans are those one would 
have to ask about the people of any great civilization. What are their 
traditions, biological stock, environmentsf How do they make a living, 
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govern themselves, handle the inevitable problemf of power and free¬ 
dom? How are they divided into ethnic and class groupings? What are 
they like in their deep and enduring strains? What is their life history 
like, in its characteristic phases from birth to death? How do they court, 
marry, bring up and educate children? How do they work, play, and ex¬ 
press their creativeness in art and literature? What are the connective 
and organizing principles that hold their civilization together? What 
gods do they worship, what beliefs hold them in thrall or give them 
strength, what attitudes do they own up to, what convictions animate 
them, what culture patterns do they move in, what dreams are they 
moved by, what myths run through their *being, what incentives propel 
them, what fears restrain them, what forms of power invest their striv¬ 
ing, what tensions and divisions tear them apart, what sense of society 
cements them? 

What, in short, is it that makes America not "a congeries of possessors 
and pursuers,” of individual wills and greeds and collective power, but 
a civilization? 

M. L. 
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IN WHICH we start by examining American history as folk memory and evok¬ 
ing the American spirit in a succession of images from the past (“The Sense of 
the Past 3 '). IVe trace the emergence of the American heritage out of the con¬ 
quest of the continent, the slavery experience, and the great migrations ("The 
Sources of the Heritage"), and assess the emotional impact of these migrations 
on the American mind ("The Slaying of the European Father"). We consider 
the ways in which American history has been written and the theories advanced 
for the greatness and power America has reached ("Why Was America a Suc¬ 
cessf"), and reconsider the Turner theory of the frontier ("American History As 
Extended Genesis"). Reflecting on the cult of the American tradition and the 
emergence of a "new conservatism" ("Tradition and the Frame of Power"), we 
end by focusing on some crucial elements which run through what is usually 
called the "American spirit" ("American Dynamism"). The chapter as a whole 
is an effort to evoke the American spirit by evoking its past, and to interpret 
the American tradition as a living heritage with changing meanings. 


t 



CHAPTER I 


Heritage 


i. The Sense of the Past 

1 IKE a person, a civilization is more than the sum of its parts. Describe 
j a man's features, give his life history, tell where he lives and how, 
place him in his class or group, define his ethics and politics—and still 
you will not have the man himself. What slips through is his total style, 
quick and dead: whatever it is that makes him himself, and different 
from other men. Thus St. Francis had a style, and Samuel Johnson, Mar¬ 
tin Luther, Voltaire, and Dean Swift, Alexander and Asoka, Najfoleon 
and Goethe, Lincoln and Carnegie and Justice Holmes. History remem¬ 
bers this about the great men, but the rest of us remember it also about 
the nameless people we have known: remember the way they moved, 
their tricks of speech and habit, their taut or relaxed quality, the super¬ 
fluous things they did and with what grace or clumsiness, what cavalry 
pounded through their brain, what inner battles they fought. 

So it is with a civilization. When you have described its people, armies, 
technology, economics, politics* arts, regions and cities, class and caste, 
mores and morals, there is something elusive left—an inner civilization 
style. 

In Lytton Strachey’s biography. Queen Victoria, there is a climactic (if 
unhistoric) scene, with the queen lying on her deathbed as the memo¬ 
rable events of her life pass through her mind. A people too has its sense 
of the past—the remembered record of what happened, the force of the 
collective experience. Tim individual American may know little of his¬ 
tory and is probably inarticulate about what he does know. But if (using 
Carl Becker's phrase^ everyman is his own historian, it is because he is in 
some measure a sifter and sdecter of his nation's past—of the quickening 
ideas, the hardships and heroisms, the degradation and injustices, the 
boisterous fables. "Everyman" will have a very different picture of the 
American past from that of the cultivated scholars, yet there will be 
something in common between them. 1 venture to pass some of the herit¬ 
age quickly in kaleidoscopic review as it has unrolled—half myth, half 
fact—in the minds of many Americans from high-school age to maturity. 

, . . The voyage of adventure and discovery across the far seas, mtmdus 
norms, the English sea dogs and the Spanish conquhtadores, Cortes being 
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worshiped as a god by the Indians of the Mexicos, De Sotcfs body tied 
up in a sack and dropped into the Mississippi which he had discovered. 
The quest of gold and new lands for the glory of God and the enrich¬ 
ment of divine-right monarchs and proprietary landlords. The odyssey of 
the first settlers amidst scurvy, dysentery and filth in the holds of ships— 
an odyssey to be re-enacted by the shiploads of indentured servants, the 
slave ships from Africa, and in the steerage of the later immigration. 
The rigors of the early settlements, caught between the sea and the 
woods, winter and the savages. The dream of a new Jerusalem on a rock- 
bound coast. The dark forest, the thrust into the unknown; the wild 
birds flying, the huge turkeys, the ospreys and eagles, the deer, the fields 
red with strawberries; the Indian corn and the tobacco crops; the furs of 
beaver, otter, muskrat, racoon. 

The coming of explorer, conqueror, trader, missionary, colonizer. The 
painted dignity of savage chieftains on the red man's continent; the land 
bought of them for a few gimcracks, the twists and running of English 
land law, the despoiling of a people; the struggle of European empires 
for a hold on a new continent. The stockade settlements, the lonely 
vigils, the descent of terror out of the darkness, the scalpings and mas¬ 
sacres, the long captivities. The Pilgrims and Puritans, little theocratic 
communities encroaching on the wilderness; the metaphysical passion 
which had crossed the oceans expressing itself in a belief in demonology 
and possession. The satanic apparitions, the constant living within the 
frame of an invisible malignant world. The idea of faith and salvation, 
prosperity and Heaven, filling the whole ambit of life; the interminable 
sermons, the droning hymns, the impassioned harangues of the revival¬ 
ists. 

The colonist as a Southern gentleman riding among his tobacco fields. 
The building and sailing of ships; the rise of manufactures, of cities, 
wharves and warehouses. The transplanting from England of the idea of 
compact; schools springing up in the unlikely wilderness—William and 
Mary, Harvard, Boston Latin. Lawyers marshaling their arguments not 
only for their clients but for the colonies, editors setting in type thunder¬ 
bolts against governors and judges. Rebellious voices raised against pa¬ 
trician landlords and rich merchants as well as against foreign tyrannies. 
James Otis, in barrister's gown, arguing before the Massachusetts judges 
against the "writs of assistance"; young American politicians searching 
in the classics for "natural rights" and the fundamentals of governmental 
theory. The town meetings, the Burgesses, the new phenomenon of a 
society of planters and merchants who meant to rule themselves, and 
joined with artisans and farmers for that purpose. Tft'e*spate of hot, 
angry pamphlets; "taxation without representation"; the Sons of Liberty 
and the committees of correspondence; the splitting of the tea chests in 
the solemn painted mummery at Griffin's Wharf in the quiet Boston 
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night; the voice of a Plutarchian hero from Virginia—“Is life so dear or 
peace so sweet as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery?’’; 
the drilling of young men on the village commons, the first blood spilled 
by the early-morning gunfire at Lexington. Paine’s words: "The blood of 
the slain, the weeping voice of Nature cries, ‘ 'Tis time to part.’ ’’ The 
clear, firm Declaration: “We hold these truths to be self-evident”; the 
huddled little "rabble in arms" shivering in winter quarters, without 
food or pay or hope in an unending war; "You might have tracked the 
army by the blood of their feet"; spies and betrayals, "the summer sol¬ 
dier and the sunshine patriot." The dignity and the moral strength of 
Washington, the bootless British victories, the guerrilla warfare in the 
hills from the Green Mountains to the Catawba and the Santee, the free¬ 
ing of the Northwest, American diplomats asking help at European 
courts, the surrender at Yorktown. The new free republic on this conti¬ 
nent. 

With freedom won, the Revolutionary soldiers coming home to feeble 
and vulnerable times; Daniel Shays and his debt-ridden farmers; the 
Founding Fathers assembled at Independence Hall, the swirling debates 
and compromises among the men of substance; the signing of the Consti¬ 
tution; Franklin saying gracefully, "It is the rising, not the setting sun." 
Three men putting down in The Federalist the fundamentals of power 
and stability in human society. The Bill of Rights forced through at the 
insistence of Jefferson and his followers. Washington being rowed across 
New York Harbor on an Inaugural barge and riding under triumphal 
arches to become the first President of the United States of America. The 
new statesmen and the first great State Papers; a tall soldier leaving hi* 
farewell admonitions to his people; the straggling village on the Poto¬ 
mac that became the new Capital; Abigail Adams, as First Lady, hanging 
her washing to dry in the unfinished Audience Room at the White 
House. The struggle between aristocracy and democracy, between prop¬ 
erty and Populism; the leaders fearful of parties but powerless to prevent 
their rise; the fight against the Sedition Acts and the conviction of ten 
editors and printers; the rising tide of democratic belief, the Repub¬ 
lic moving toward a Democracy. The “Jeffersonian Revolution"; "we 
are all Republicans, we are all Federalists”; the vast new accession of 
American earth in the Louisiana Purchase; the embargo, the young War 
Hawks, and “Mr. Madison’s War"; the burning of Washington ("this 
harbor of Yankee democracy”) by Admiral Cockburn; the heroism of the 
little American frigates in battle, "We have met the enemy, and they are 
ours." The young eagle nation spreading its wings in the judicial nation¬ 
alism of John Marshall’s decisions and the political nationalism of Mom 
roe’s challenge to the European Powers. 

The triple forward movement of the frontier, the machine, and the 
democratic surge. 
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The pushing onward of the frontier lines, sporadically but with a per¬ 
sistent thrust toward expansion; the traders and hunters, scouts, mis¬ 
sionaries and settlers—a nation of backwoodsmen; Lewis and Clark as the 
explorers of a nation's destiny; Calhoun saying in 1817 , “We are greatly 
and rapidly—I was about to say fearfully—growing”; the armada of prai¬ 
rie schooners, with their human freight, crossing the mountains and 
plains; “a rifle, an axe, and a bag of corn.” The ways of the pioneers, the 
rough working and drinking and playing, the cornhusking frolics, the 
brawling and wrestling and eye-gouging, the Yankee and backwoodsman 
as folk characters; “the gamecock of the wilderness,” the Mike Fink and 
Davy Crockett legends, the tall stories, the comic boasting: “Sired by a 
hurricane, darn’d by an earthquake, half-brother to the cholera . . . 
Whoo-oopl I'm the bloodiest son of a wildcat that lives." The circuit- 
riding lawyers and doctors and preachers, the “old-time religion.” The 
constant danger and constant beauty of life; the great plains, the canals, 
the torrential, muddy rivers, the rafts and flatboats and keelboats, and 
then the river steamers. The Mississippi as the grand highway of a new 
continent. “Remember the Alamo,” "Manifest Destiny,” Fremont cross¬ 
ing the mountains into Sacramento Valley, the gold at Sutter's Mill, the 
race of the clipper ships to San Francisco. The mushrooming mining 
camps and cowtowns, the long drive north of the Texas longhorns to the 
railheads, the open range turned into barbed-wire enclosures, a conti¬ 
nent rounded out. 

The new frontiers of the brain's cunning; American tinkering, the 
spate of inventions, the heyday of the Yankee toolmakers, the march of 
the machine across the American spirit; factories jostling the wharves, 
jutting out into the prairies; the mill girls at Lowell, child workers in 
mines. Cotton spreading along the Gulf plain, and Negro hands to pick 
the snowy harvest. The rich earth caught up in the disk plow and auto¬ 
matic reaper, the span of far distances shrunk by railroad ties and the 
telegraphic spark. Wealth untold spilling out of the land and machines 
and human hands. 

The rise of democracy. The assertive common man, with muddy boots, 
stomping into the White House at Jackson's Inaugural. Old Hickory's 
struggle against Biddle and the Bank. Free homesteads, free schools, the 
whittling away of suffrage restrictions, the battle cry of States' Rights. 
The fall of King Caucus, the hysteria of the party convention, the rise 
of the political managers, the clan spirit of the Irish countryman trans¬ 
posed to make the ward machine run. Thoreau in Concord jail asking 
Emerson what he was doing outside; Melville's pursuit of Moby Dick 
through the whale waters; the ferment of social revolt; Dorr’s Rebellion 
in Rhode Island; the dream of perfectibility at Brook Farm and the 
phalansteries; Walt Whitman on the Brooklyn Ferry glimpsing his 
democratic vistas. 
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The division of a nation into two economies and two ways of life, the 
tyranny of King Cotton over the mind of the Old South, the Confederate 
dream of a Greek republic founded on slavery on the shores of the Gulf, 
the shadow of slaves’ chains falling across the American soul. The slave 
revolts and the massacres on both sides, the underground railroad, the 
knock in the rainy night; the heroism of Frederick Douglass and Harriet 
Tubman, John Brown at the arsenal at Harpers Ferry. The days of the 
great Senate debates, a gangling boy growing up in Illinois, "a house 
divided against itself cannot stand,” the Presidential car transferred from 
one station to another at Baltimore in the quiet of the early hours. The 
freeing of the slaves, the draft riots, Lincoln passing long lines of hospi¬ 
tal cots with rough jokes to hide the heart’s sorrow; the scene at Gettys¬ 
burg, “the world will little note nor long remember”; the burning bales 
of cotton in Southern ports, brothers killing brothers in the Battle of the 
Wilderness, Sherman’s march to the sea; two soldiers at Appomattox. 
“With malice toward none,” the fatelul course of Booth’s bullet, the 
tragic mask of death, “when lilacs last in the dooryard bloom’d.” The 
grim, stony faces of the whites in Southern legislatures, the carpetbag¬ 
gers, the bewildered freedmen, terror-riders in the Southern darkness, 
the tragic heritage of civil conflict. 

The corruptions of the “Gilded Age,” the buying and selling of the 
American promise. The rise of the business giant; “industrial statesman” 
or “robber baron’’? The new empires of finance, the gushing streams of 
profit from oil, steel, railroads, lumber; the strenuous ascent to fortune; 
power sitting on top of a heap of money. The cult of sire and magnifi¬ 
cence, the gleaming confidence of the self-made man, the brownstone 
fronts on Fifth Avenue, "society” at Newport. The alternation of boom 
and bust; the Populist upsurge, the Anarchist bomb and the ordeal of 
Altgeld, young Billy Bryan from the River Platte, the obsession of Henry 
George with the single tax, Bellamy’s dream of a socialist utopia, the 
scientific politics of Mark Hanna. The swarming of immigrants to the 
promised land, “your tired, your poor, your huddled masses, yearning to 
breathe free.” Sam Gompers reading to a shopful of cigar-makers; the 
flare-ups of violence, the sputtering of dynamite across the land. The vic¬ 
torious imperialists coming back from “Mr. Hearst’s war” to be an¬ 
nihilated by Mr. Dooley and Mark Twain. The rising energies of the 
quest for social justice; the Roughrider jousting both at the “muck- 
rakers” and at the "malefactors of great wealth," Holmes on the Su¬ 
preme Court impaling a dogma on a phrase, Brandeis as "the People's 
Attorney,” Thorstein Veblen's corroding polysyllables, T.R.’s "New Na¬ 
tionalism,” Woodrow Wilson’s “New Freedom.” 

America taking its place as a world power. The long shadow of Sara¬ 
jevo; parades, embarkations, high hopes; American blood and wealth 
flowing into Europe, turning the tide of war; a former Princeton profes- 
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sor landing on European shores, cheered by European throngs, to sit in 
the mirrored halls of Versailles as the innocent arbiter of world order. A 
spent President, stricken on his train in the West; the killing of the 
League of Nations—a masque of death. Sacco and Vanzetti and the radi¬ 
cal hunts; the illusion of “normalcy” in a world without landmarks; the 
closing of the “golden door” against the immigrant; the greed and slack¬ 
ness of Teapot Dome; “Silent Cal” Coolidge saying that “the business of 
America is business.” The Babylonianism of American life in the twen¬ 
ties; the movie cathedrals, black-veiled women swooning over Valentino’s 
grave, greed and violence spilling over into rackets and hijacking, the 
alchemy of getting something for nothing, the tumbling walls of a stock- 
market Jericho. The “battle of Anacostia Flats,” the trek across the Dust 
Bowl, the “Grapes of Wrath,” the shutting of the banks, the bread lines 
and unemployment. A paralyzed President lighting again the fires of the 
American will; “the only thing we have to fear is fear itself”; the Blue 
Eagle and the other symbols of a collective effort; the battle over the 
New Deal; ‘Ve have only just begun to fight”; the achievement of the 
TVA, the soil of democracy still rich at the grass roots. 

The new monster shapes across the world, America too stricken with 
its own maladies to care, then rising like a Gulliver lumberingly to its 
full height. The shattered hulks at Pearl Harbor: “a day that will live in 
infamy.” The fighting and death on foreign soil; the memories of great 
battlefields of the world wars—the village of Saint-Mihiel, the sun- 
beaten rock of Corregidor, the volcanic sand of Iwo Jima, the desert at 
Kasserine Pass, the rubble at Monte Cassino, the shattered fir trees of 
Hurtgen Forest, the landings at Omaha Beach and Tarawa, the crossing 
of Remagen Bridge, the rains and the mud at Guadalcanal. The Ameri¬ 
can soldier, wandering like Odysseus over the far places of the world, 
always turning by a sure instinct back to the home of his remembrance. 
A haggard man in a blue cloak posing for pictures at Yalta. The news 
from Warm Springs, the people mourning in the streets. A huddle of 
scientists waiting for a blast in a trench at Los Alamos, the fateful plane 
over Hiroshima, The precarious infancy of the UN, the soldier in the 
White House struggling with problems of peace. The power and the 
challenge and the anxiety forever and ever. . . . 

The troubled reader will say, “But this is not history; it is imagistn." 
He will be right. It is a history of the American imago, a memorandum 
on American history couched not in terms of forces, causes, or events but 
of images picked from the national tradition. What it recalls is not “eras" 
and "factors” but dramatic moments, crisis situations, sometimes only 
stereotyped episodes and hackneyed slogans. It rests on the premise that 
memories help to shape the style of a people as they do of a person. 

Yet the charge has often been made that Americans, unlike the his- 
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tory-saturated European or Asiatic peoples, are a people without a his¬ 
tory. To be historyless is presumably to lack tradition and texture, com¬ 
plex motivation, nuances of the spirit. It is to be, not an old gnarled tree 
with its roots deep in the rich soil of the past, but a row of young sap¬ 
lings planted in haste and standing surface-deep against a lorn sky. Much 
of this charge is compressed in Thomas Hardy’s answer when he was in¬ 
vited to visit America: 

I shrink to seek a modern coast 
Whose riper times have yet to be; 

Where the new regions claim them free 
From that long drip of human tears 
Which people old in tragedy 
Have left upon the centuried years. 

Hardy, who was sensitive to the style of his own European civilization, 
proved himself insensitive to the very different style of the American. 
Goethe, writing a century earlier in 1827 on the eve of the Jacksonian 
era, felt a greater sympathy for the republic whose memories had scarcely 
begun to accumulate As he suggests, the American experience is happily 
free from the Old World sense of the past, which clusters around great 
landed families, Junkerism, aristocracy, and what Spengler later called 
“Blut und Boden And Hegel joined with him when he said that 

• Amerika, du hast es besser 
Als unser Kontinent, der alie, 

Du hast ktinc vcrfallenen Schlouer 
Und keiuc Basaltc. 

Dich stort nicht im fnnern 
Zu lebcndiger Zeu 
Unmazes Errinein 
Und vergeblicher Streit 

ftcinii/t die Gcgenwait mit Gluck! 

Und wenn nun eure Kinder dichten, 

Bewahre sic ein gut’ Geschick 

Vor Ritter-, Rauber-und Gespenstergeschichten. 

1 take this from Charles and Mary Beard's The American Spirit (1941), pp. 147-8 
Freely translated, it might read: 

America, thou faiest better 

Phan our own continent, the old one. 

Thou hast no crumbling castles. 

No basalt wreckage. 

Thou art not shaken in this hour of life 
By useless memories and futile strife. 

Take the Present with joy. 

And when thy children write their songs 

May good luck guard them well 

From tales of knights, robbers, and ghosts. 
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“America is the land of the future where, in the ages that lif before us, 
the burden of the world's history shall reveal itself."* 

America has not, of course, achieved the mellowness of long continui¬ 
ties, nor has it been inbred long enough to fashion many ethnic uni¬ 
formities. But it has been a crossroads for the sweep of cultural battles in 
the Western world, just as surely as the tablelands of the Eurasian 
plateau were a geographical crossroads for the sweep of invasion and 
conquest. The nomadism that made the rovers of the Asiatic grasslands 
"land sailors” (in the picturesque phrase of Sir John Maynard) was trans¬ 
muted, in the American instance, into the social wayfaring that we call 
American mobility. The American tradition has grown by movement, 
not by sitting. 

There was a period in American life when Americans—perhaps 
ashamed of their raw, booming growth, and convinced they were his¬ 
toryless—tried to atone for it by reverence for Old World sites. But that 
phase is over, as evidenced by Archibald MacLeish’s answer to such an 
unhappy Miniver Cheevy: 

The Cinquecento is nothing at all like Nome 

Or Natchez or Wounded Knee or the Shenandoah; 

Your vulgarity Tennessee; your violence Texas 

The rocks under your fields Ohio Connecticut, 

Your clay Missouri your clay; you have driven him out; 

You have shadowed his life Appalachians purple mountains 

There is much too much of your flowing Mississippi; 

He prefers a tidier stream with a terrace for trippers and 

Cypresses mentioned in Horace or Henry James: 

He prefers a country where everything carries the name of 

Countess or real king or an actual palace . . . 

(From "Frescoes for Mr. Rockefeller’s City") 

The American sense of the past is not a fumbling for ancestors or a 
nostalgia for ruins. But the fact that Americans have an assurance about 
their future does not exclude a pride about their past—a past whose 
roots (as we shall see) reach deep and spread widely. 

* From the Philosophy of History, fint given as lectures in i8ts, published after 
his death. 
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2. The Sources of the Heritage 

America was born out of the first stages of the breakup of Europe, and 
helped the process of breakup. As a colonizing and imperial continent, 
Europe gave largely of its strength and heritage to the civilization which 
was destined to replace it in power and vitality. The richest resource of 
a civilization is the people themselves, and the most important fact about 
a people is the life force carried along from its cultural origins and 
crossed, blended, and transmuted with others in a developing civiliza¬ 
tion. 

Generalizations about the “American tradition” are difficult because 
there are as many subtraditions as there were national and ethnic groups 
that came to America, and each has left a heritage. Usually the writers 
on American immigration have in mind only the white immigrants, 
largely the European w'hites. Actually there were four great separable 
migration families that moved to the American continent. The first was 
probably from Asia—that of the men who formed the strain of the 
American Indians. The second was from the British Isles and western 
Europe. The third was from Africa—the Negro strain. The fourth was 
from Mediterranean, central, and eastern Europe, from Asia, from Latin 
America and everywhere else—the polyglot ethnic strain. 

In a long section of De Tocqueville,* there is a remarkable study in 
the contact and clash of three of these ethnic cultures in the America of 
his own day—the Indian, the Negro, and the European. De Tocqueville 
describes the extermination of the first by the predacity of the con¬ 
querors, the degradation of the second by slavery, and the effects of both 
in turn on the third, who were the possessors and pursuers. 

How long ago the men who were to become the American Indians first 
came over from Asia, probably across the Bering Strait, is still in dispute. 
Estimates vary from two or three thousand years to twenty-five thousand. 
Nor is it clear whether there was a single migration or as many as five or 
six. Today most of the Indians both of North and South America live in 
such squalor that it is hard to see them as the heirs of the cultural splen¬ 
dor of the past. Yet there is little question that in their crops, hunts, 
wars, and celebrations, their language and dance, myths, rituals, magic 
and gods, their kinship systems, social organization, law and government, 
symbolism, art and decoration, the Indian cultures were not simply those 
of “painted savages." Whether it was the highly polished Mayan and 
Aztec cultures of Mexico and Guatemala, or the Inca culture of Peru, or 

* Democracy in America, “On the Present and Probable Future Condition of the 
Three Races That Inherit the Territory of the United States," Bradley ed. (Anchor 
Books), VoJ. », Ch. XVIII, pp. 343 45a. 
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that of the Plains Indians in North America, they made up an impressive 
network of civilizations. 

Impressive, that is, except in their power of defense against the men of 
the West. Their first response to the conquistadores and in the Carib¬ 
bean area was gentle and even receptive. For a breathless moment the 
Indian may have felt that the white man was Quetzalcoatl, the liberating 
hero whose return he was expecting; but the illusion vanished and he 
saw the Spaniards for what they were: treasure-hunters, conquerors, en¬ 
slavers. They took the land without compunction, seized the wealth of 
the temples and palaces, shackled the Indians throughout New Spain 
with a form of land tenure—the encomienda—that was in effect a system 
of forced labor There followed bloody resistance and insurrection, 
bloodily put down. The barbarism of the conquest aroused a barbarism 
of the conquered, which proved true as well for the Plains Indians of 
North America, where the English and French joined the Spanish as 
conquerors. 

But for all their fierceness when aroused, the Indians were like spin¬ 
drift before the great tides of European immigration and settlement and 
the powerful movement northward and westward. They were helpless 
against such weapons of civilization as gunfire and alcohol, European 
land systems and speculators, traders and treaty makers, force and fraud, 
tuberculosis and measles. They became the victims of a cruel told war 
whose story no American historian has been able to ielate with pride. It 
is a story of implacable pressure on one side and of bitterly resentful 
yielding on the other. In the U.S. they were finally assigned to reserva 
tions, their culture all but wiped out. There is a biting irony in De 
Tocqueville’s closing paragraph: 

The Spaniards were unable to exterminate the Indian race by those un¬ 
paralleled atrocities which brand them with indelible shame, nor did even 
succeed in wholly depriving it of its rights: but the Americans of the United 
States have accomplished this twofold purpose with singular felicity; tran¬ 
quilly, legally, philanthropically, without shedding blood, and without vio¬ 
lating a single great principle of morality in the eyes of the world. It is im¬ 
possible to destroy men with more respect for humanity. 

It would be hard to imagine two cultures more cross-grained and less 
likely to mix than the Indian and European. On the one hand there was 
the culture of the western European conquerors, which already showed 
signs of what was to become a technical, rationalist, highly mobile and 
acquisitive society. On the other there was the symbolic, nonrational, 
ritualist, passive culture of the Indians. One was dynamic, and had either 
to conquer or be conquered. The other could not achieve the first or 
suffer the second. 
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The methods of settlement revealed something of the outlook and 
inner conflicts of the colonizing Powers. The Spanish, their own eco¬ 
nomic life weakened by their religious policies, needed the New World’s 
wealth and tried to get it too quickly. Their leaders were often brave and 
sometimes brilliant men, but they made implacable enemies of the In¬ 
dians, using up their labor power ruthlessly but shaping no institutions 
to fit the needs of the New World. Otherwise they left a strong heritage 
behind, of language and blood and religion, and if they had been able 
to consolidate their foothold on the American Continent and keep the 
later British settlements out, the whole political and social history of 
America would have been different. 

The British tame to America tarrying with them high principles of 
morality, religious freedom, and the rule of law. Unable to give scope to 
their expansive thrust (as the Spaniards did) in the name of religion, 
they suppressed it, and the dammed-up aggressions found another outlet. 
They came to identify God, freedom, and acquisitiveness with the image 
of the c ontinent they were seeking to possess. If there had been room tor 
the- Indian in such a scheme, they would have included him. The Indian 
might have made an effort to absorb the culture of the Europeans, might 
have adopted wholly the settled ways ol agriculture and industry, learned 
new techniques as well as a new language and a new religion, accepted 
work as a means both to earthly accumulation and Divine Grace, and 
stripped himself of the values which linked him with the inner social 
structure of family, village-community, and tribe. But even when some 
of the tribes made the effort, as with the Cherokees in Georgia, it didn't 
work. On one side there was a burning resentment at being thrust out of 
land and hunting grounds, on the other a haste at staking out and pos¬ 
sessing a continent. The w hole policy of Indian removal and reservations 
in the Southern territoty was aimed at opening the Cotton Kingdom for 
the Southern slaveholder. Take the Puritan assurance of an inner right¬ 
ness of purpose, plus the 100 per-centism of the Yankee spirit of "go" 
and "get," plus the land hunger of the pioneer and the profit hunger of 
the land speculator, plus the dynamism of the ‘Vestward course of em¬ 
pire" and the doctrine of America’s "Manifest Destiny”—add these and 
you get die fateful formula of the doom of the Indian culture. 

When the Indians held out against selling their land for almost noth¬ 
ing the whites solemnly made treaties with them and gaily broke them. 
When the Indians learned to combine for a stand, as with Pontiac and 
Osceola, the whites used theii superior technology and overwhelmed 
them. Leaders like Washington and Marshall felt a sense of shame. But 
Washington’s attack on the land speculators was ignored, and when 
Chief Justice Marshall rendered his decision in Worcester v. Georgia 
(1832) confirming the right of the Cherokees as "a distinct community. 
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occupying its own territory ... in which the laws ot Georgia can have 
no force," and reserving Indian treaty relations to the Federal govern¬ 
ment, Jackson's reported answer, "John Marshall has made his decision- 
now let him enforce it," showed (even if the remark itself was legendary) 
the ruthless purpose inherent in the New Order that was arising. This 
New Order disposed of the hope of Indian survival as an autonomous 
subculture within the larger culture. 

Yet the Indians left their mark on the conquerors. It reaches beyond 
the crops they gave America, beyond the wonderful place names and the 
heritage of woodlore and woodcraft, much of which became part of the 
growing-up years of American boys. The real mark was the image the 
Indian left of himself. 

The early Americans, not as deeply impressed by the “noble savage" 
image as the French Romantic writers, could not idealize the Indian 
when he was an ever-present enemy. Every people needs a symbol ol hos¬ 
tility and even savagery to round out the picture of the hardships of its 
beginnings and to bolster the boastings of its heroism and virility. The 
tales of sudden descent of Indians on white villages became part of 
American memory—the burnings and pillagings, the swing ot the toma¬ 
hawk, the transporting of victims into captivity, the babies with their 
skulls bashed against the trees, the burning at the stake, the burial alive 
to the most grisly accompaniments of torture. It is now clear that much 
of this savagery was real, but much also was legendary, born of the over¬ 
wrought imagination of contemporaries. For the Puritans and their de¬ 
scendants the image of the Indian filled a psychic need as a graphic rep¬ 
resentation of the hard pilgrimage in this world and the terror in the 
next—a sort of native background for an American Pilgrim’s Progress. 

Just when the Indian himself was at the point of being destroyed, a 
new image of him was forming in the mind ot the white. Fenitnore 
Cooper s generation found his portrayal of the Indian not only romanti¬ 
cally appealing but psychologically valid. While he idealized the young 
Indian braves, he drew "bad" as well as "good" Indians. What he 
said was that heroes and villains were to be found among them pretty 
much as among the whites. If Cooper relied mainly on printed sources, 
George Catlin-spent years traveling among the Indians and painted them 
from life—Red Jacket, the great orator of the Senecas, and the Seminole 
Chief, Osceola, in his imprisonment in the Carolinas. We laugh at his 
depicting them as Greek heroes, but recent scholarly studies show the 
Indian chieftains to have had inner serenity and a kind of statesman¬ 
ship as well as courage. “My God,” Daniel Webster exclaimed when he 
saw Catlin’s paintings, "I was blind to all this red majesty and beauty 
and mystery that we are trampling down." Francis Parkman, in his origi¬ 
nal journals of the trip on which The Oregon Trail was based, also saw 
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integrity and sawdust in Indians and whites alike. Parkman described 
himself as the historian of "the American forest and the American In- 
dian at the period when both received their final doom.” By the time he 
got to them the Indians had become badly disintegrated and lived ‘‘not 
much better than brutes,” but the whites on the frontier were also ‘‘a 
race of boors, about as uncouth, mean, and stupid as the hogs they seem 
chiefly to delight in.” The post-Parkman generations belatedly tried to 
do justice, and perhaps more, to the personality and culture of the In¬ 
dian. In the regional literature of the West and Southwest his figure has 
loomed larger than the historical reality, invoking a culture that became 
£ heroic symbol after its death. 

In "The Redskin and the Paleface," D. H. Lawrence saw an America 
"haunted by the Indian." If he was right, then the sense of guilt that 
overtook some Americans brought a new romanticism of the Indian 
which went deeper than that of Montaigne or Chateaubriand, Cooper or 
Catlin or Parkman. John Collier and other champions of the Indians 
pointed out that, harried and decimated as they were, their “group- 
hoods, languages, religions, culture systems, symbolisms and emotional 
attitudes toward the self and the world continued to live on.” He finds a 
central secret of this continuity in the "passion and reverence for human 
personality and for the web of life and the earth which the American 
Indians have tended as a central, sacred fire since before the Stone 
Age.” There is a measure of truth in this, despite the pathos of applying 
it to the straggling, impoverished remnants of a people, living in isola¬ 
tion, with tribal councils that no longer function. There has been a 
recent tendency to return to the sources of Indian feeling and the Indian 
outlook as to a road not taken but missed somehow in the scramble to 
make Ameiica a success. 

Failing to tame the race they found peopling the continent and un¬ 
able to keep white indentured labor in subjection or make it pay, the 
European colonizers brought in from another continent a race more 
easily managed because "they came in chains.” The Spanish first brought 
them from Africa to their West Indies colony to replace the dwindling 
supply of Indian labor when the encomienda system began to break 
down. In defeating the Spanish sea power the Elizabethan adventurers 
enabled Britain eventually to take over the lucrative slave trade as a 
source of the prosperity of its ports and as one of the foundations of its 
expanding capitalist power. Later the Americans organized the slave 
trade on a large scale, and much of American prosperity rested on the 
crops and industries which depended on Negro labor. 

The Negroes who came to America as a commodity had been captured 
by other Negroes in raids on the West African coast or traded to an ex- 
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pamling white market by warring tribal chieftains. They were chained 
and crowded into the hulls of the ships, both for economy and to break 
their spirits, and set to work on the plantations of the New World. The 
plantation system, which extended from the Southern United States 
through the whole Caribbean and Latin-American area, was linked with 
slave labor because large-scale agriculture could better afford the high 
initial cost of slaves and supply the necessary supervision. When the first 
census was taken in 1790, there were 757,000 Negroes, nine out of ten of 
them slaves. The African slave trade became illegal in 1808, and slaves 
were the more valued as property because they could no longer be im¬ 
ported. 

In a sense, slavery was a way of life for both races. For the small elite 
of white planters in the South it made possible a life passed in the tall- 
columned “Great Houses” built in the classic Greek style, with feudal 
paternalism at its core. But it was also a life of intermittent fear of slave 
rebellion, and of efforts to rationalize the obvious evil of the "peculiar 
institution” of slavery. For the Negroes it was not always (as some South¬ 
ern historians have rediscovered) a life of bloodhounds and Simon Le- 
grees. There were, of course, the terrible burdens of slave life, as one 
reads about them in Solomon Northrop’s account of a slave’s workday 
or Frederick Douglass’s description of the bleak succession of intolerable 
days in the field, dawn to dark, in every weather. All labor was hard in 
rural and early industrial America, and sometimes the Northern white 
worker said he was worse off than the Southern slave. But the Abolition 
ists who saw slavery in the image of its worst examples had hold of a 
deep truth: the cancer of slavery, as Avery Craven has put it, was in the 
idea of slavery itself—of one man owning another—and in tire fact that 
there was nothing to keep the worst type of white from owning and ex¬ 
ploiting those who were better men than himself. The slave died young. 
His women were often taken sexually by the overseer and the master's 
sons, whether out of passion or for sport, as the record of racial mixture 
abundantly shows. Yet since slaves were valuable property they were 
usually treated with some care, and a rough affection often developed on 
both sides. Discipline was maintained; if the slave protested he was 
whipped; if he sought to escape he was tracked down. He lived in igno¬ 
rance but in a bare kind of comfort. While most of the churches ad¬ 
mitted him to membership and the Quakers championed his cause, too 
many Christian churchgoers considered him outside the scope of their 
charity, compassion, and militancy. 

Slavery as a human institution had many faces: it differed depending 
on the state, the crop, the plantation, the master. Yet its common pattern 
was intolerable. There were periodic slave-labor strikes and local upris¬ 
ings in which the Negroes fought against hopeless odds. The one known 
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as Nat Turner’s Rebellion in 1831, was led by a Virginia slave locally 
known as “the Preacher” who had visions like Joan of Arc and saw him¬ 
self destined to bring it to pass that “the first shall be last and the last 
shall be first.” His venture led to perhaps a hundred deaths on both 
sides, but it showed how little life mattered in a feudal domain when 
weighed against freedom and despair. 

Eventually the slaves were freed, at the expense of a Civil War. The 
heritage of slavery lay heavily on the whites in their fratricidal struggle 
and afterward in their abiding sense of guilt. The Negro also carried a 
heritage of einbittcrmcnt. He had to pay a painful price for his freedom, 
grasping at it with unrealistic eagerness only to find that liberation 
could not liberate so long as the former oppressors kept their power. So 
he was hurtled from his first dream of freedom back into the terror of 
Reconstruction days. He found he had to achieve everything again from 
scratch—to fight disfranchisement and his own ignorance, and poverty, 
disease, economic and sexual exploitation, the bleakness of segregation 
and the atmosphere of terror. At first some of the better-educated whites 
were ready to join with the Negro in the venture of forming a tolerable 
working community of both races. And the Populist movement, under 
leaders like Tom Watson, took the first steps to unite Negroes and whites 
on an equal basis in a common struggle against the economic and politi¬ 
cal exploitation of both races. For a brief interval, between the late 
1870s and the 1890s, there was a flash of hope that the two races could 
live side by side without segregation. But it was not sustained. C. Vann 
Woodward, in his books on the post-Civil War South, has brilliantly 
traced the history both of the hope and ot this failure and of the new 
alliance that came into being under the banner of the former Populist 
leaders, between the lower-class whites who wanted someone still lower 
to look down upon and the master group for whom every gain in Negro 
status was a reminder of the humiliation of Civil War defeat and who 
were bent on irredentist revenge The result was the erratic course of 
segregation—the “strange career of Jim Crow." 

Through every possible means—through direct and indirect segrega¬ 
tion, through a racist theory of Negro inferiority and the social power of 
white supremacy, through propaganda and terror—pressures were exerted 
on the Negro to accept his traditional position. For a time his leaders 
acquiesced, but in the end a new and more militant leadership arose 
which demanded equal rights for the Negro. Confronted by a people 
whose docility had bounds, who ^ven though they came from a more 
primitive culture—learned quickly, the Southern whites felt that their 
whole way of life was endangered and came close to building a kind of 
garrison society. 

The Negro showed himself to be a good borrower and facile adapter 
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to a form of life that had for centuries grown in a different direction 
from his own. He took over much of the class and prestige hierarchy of 
the whites, and the respectability and middle-class qualities. Neverthe¬ 
less he also showed a good deal of cultural resistance and tenacity. He 
proved buoyant in the face of every hardship. Even in the South he 
steadily asserted and won a measure of civil rights, wrested a better edu¬ 
cation, gained a foothold in politics. Throughout the nation he made an 
irresistible bid for equality. He was helped by two world wars, the march 
of industrialism, the higher living standards of the Negroes, their massed 
purchasing power, and the supremacy of Federal law on matters of civil 
rights, even in such local concerns as schooling and transportation. 

Out of the sharpness of the change from African tribalism to Ameri¬ 
can slavery, and out of the suffering and sorrow of the Negro, came a 
characteristic blend of elements in his outlook. It was an amalgam of 
ecstatic supernaturalism, submission to fate, a belief in luck, a humorous 
acceptance of the contradictions of life, a buoyant gaiety mingled with 
sadness, and—from the sense of alienation—a dark strain of violence. 

The religion of the Negro came close to the primitivism of the early 
Christian church, when religion was the creed of the slave and the perse¬ 
cuted. With a literalism born of plantation experience rather than of 
the inner torments of conscience, Hell became an arena of fire and tor¬ 
ture and damnation, with the Devil as Simon Legree. Jordan and 
Canaan and the Promised Land took on concreteness. Heaven became a 
refuge from oppression and a surcease from sorrow, as well as a reward 
for faith. Jesus became a force to be invoked by a propitiatory magic—a 
Man of Sorrows who was understood with a peculiar intimacy by those 
who had experienced so many of their own. God the Father became the 
head of a tribal patriarchate whose serenity was untouched by the tur¬ 
moil of the world below. These religious attitudes, born of Negro life in 
the ante-bellum South, persisted among Negroes throughout the nation 
long after the end of the Civil War. In America a force which reinvig¬ 
orated the lagging religious consciousness was bound to ramify beyond 
religion itself to the culture as a whole. Thus the religion of the Negroes 
look its place, along with New England Calvinism and frontier revival¬ 
ism, as one of the crucial influences on the American religious conscious¬ 
ness—not in the sense of influencing Christian ritual or theology but in 
investing again with a naive wonder the early strivings of Christian 
faith. 

The beat of Negro life found its way not only into the religious "Spir¬ 
ituals,” in which the Negro sometimes adapted old Baptist and Method¬ 
ist revival songs, but also into the work songs of the plantation and log 
ging camp and railroad, the "blues,” and the more violent dance rhythms 
of American jazz. For all the sombemess of the Negro’s slave life he 
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maintained an irrepressible gaiety that broke the mold of New England 
dourness and the high-flown gallantry of Southern feudal society. In the 
training of the Southern “belle” and “beau,” the Negro "mammy" be¬ 
came a symbol of maternal warmth which persisted long beyond the 
slave society. The American Negro expressed in his rhythms, in his belief 
in magic, and in his relaxed, noncompetitive sense some of the irra¬ 
tionals of living that were later to form a sharp contrast to the rigidities 
of science and the machine. Unlike the European heritage (except for the 
case of the European peasant), the Negro heritage was prescicntific, pre¬ 
industrial, outside the whole scope of Western culture. In the contact of 
European and African cultures in America something striking was bound 
to happen to the new amalgam. The quality of American music, dance, 
literature, theater, religion, today is evidence that it did.* 

The migration that is usually called prescriptively “American” is that 
of the explorers, conquerors, and settlers from western Europe, especially 
from the British Isles. Statistically the British influence has not been 
decisive. Out of a total immigration of some thirty-five million, not 
more than five million Englishmen came to America. But they came 
early so that the portion of the population with a strain of Biitish blood 
now, in addition to the British cultural inheritance, is much greater 
than the 10 per cent or 15 per cent that the British contributed to the 
immigration itself. Even more important, the impact came in the forma¬ 
tive years of colonial growth and the history of the Republic, and it did 
much to shape the basic American attitudes and institutions. 

It might have turned out differently. In the years of discovery and ex¬ 
ploration, Spain and France rather than Britain ware the Great Powers 
of Europe. Had either or both of them held on to their colonies, the 
United States might have become another Latin America or French 
Canada. But the Spanish hold was weak, largely because of Indian hos¬ 
tility and Spain's inner weakness and its defeats in Europe. In the crucial 
and protracted struggle (described so well by Parkman) between the 
French and British for the control of North America, the French too had 
to yield. Their imperial energies were distracted in the Caribbean, in 
India, and in Europe; internally they were split by religious and civil 
wars. The Spanish and French empires were on the downward sweep of 
their arc of power, the British with their rising commercial and indus¬ 
trial strength were on the upward sweep. Whenever the Spanish and 
French had colonized in the New World they left behind, in Parkinan's 
phrasing, a people “bereft of civil liberty” and burdened by “a weight 

• For a further treatment of the place of the Negro in American life, see Ch. VII, 
Sec. 6, "The Negro in America"; also Ch. X, Sec. 1, “God and the Churches," and Ch. 
XI, Sec 7, "Jail As American Idiom." 
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of ecclesiastical tutelage." For America the stakes of conflict lay in the 
question of whether the United States would become primarily feudal. 
Catholic, hierarchic, and authoritarian, or industrial, Protestant, capital¬ 
istic, and libertarian. It is in the choice of these great historical alterna¬ 
tives that the British triumph was decisive and the British influence be¬ 
yond any statistical calculus. 

The core of the language is English, although the native elements 
added to it have given it an ‘'American” character. American law grew 
out of, and is still largely rooted in, the English common law. American 
political institutions and ideas—including representative government, the 
limited state, the right of revolt, the stress on individualism, the tradition 
of civil liberties—came largely from the British. They were an organic 
part of the* American mind because they grew out of the political strug¬ 
gles in England during the Tudor-Stuart period, when America was still 
part of the British Empire. The American Revolution itself made the 
Americans more British, since they were fighting for the "true British” 
order and heritage that were (they felt) being lost in the mother country. 
American technology took its methods and ideas from the British Indus¬ 
trial Revolution until the Americans outstripped their teachers. The 
American belief in the sanctity of property and contract was derived 
from the British. The pluralism of the American Protestant religious 
sects, the emphasis on individual Bible reading and on freedom of wor¬ 
ship, are largely British in inspiration. So also are the small-town pat¬ 
tern, the complexity of local government, the private ("public” in Eng¬ 
land) schools, the colleges, the charities and philanthropies, the whole 
network of voluntary associations, the corporations and trade-unions. 
The literary heritage is mainly British. So is the press, reaching back to 
Defoe and Cobbett. Until the end of the nineteenth century, when the 
German influence became strong, the contacts of American scientists and 
scholars were, with some important exceptions, British. In painting, 
sculpture, architecture, the British influence was strong until the French 
strains made themselves felt toward the turn of the twentieth century. 

One special phase of this heritage was Puritanism. Although there is a 
temptation to believe it was a native American product, actually (as 
Perry Miller pointed out) nine tenths of what we associate with Puritan¬ 
ism was British. The Puritan qualities were intense, inverted, crotchety, 
rather than judicious or humanist. There was a tautness about the Puri¬ 
tans that came from their sense of living under tension and of applying 
pressure all down the line in order to take by storm God's grace and 
strength. The wilderness itself along with the Indian dangeis made the 
“good fight” more real, and the New World with'its ever-present strange¬ 
ness kept the wonder-working Providence ever busy. As children of the 
whole Judaeo-Christian culture the Puritans considered human nature 
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vile and kept an eye on the next world, but the other eye was kept lustily 
on the enterprises of this world. Theii heritage accounts for much in the 
American combination of the visionary and the pragmatic, the righteous 
and the profitable. Not only New England but the Old South as well 
took its fashions, its education, its books and ideas, its values, even its 
snobbisms, from Great Britain. The two great aristocracies America has 
had—the intellectual aristocracy of New England and the planter aristoc¬ 
racy of the South-derive from the tw r o phases of British society at the 
time of American colonial growth which the Americans came to think of 
(in somewhat mythical terms) as those of the Puritans and the Cavaliers. 

I have put the case tor the Riitish heritage so strongly because it has 
been played down recently by the ‘‘cultural pluralists," in recoil from 
the “Anglo-Saxon” cult of the turn of the century and the still earlier 
colonialism of American thought which played up everything British. 
But Britain’s role in the shaping of the American tradition was that of a 
carrier for European thought and life as a whole. If the leaders of Ameii- 
can life in the early days of the Republic were “true-born Englishmen” 
they were also good Europeans, anxious to weave into the pattern of 
their new venture every strand of European striving. The intellectual 
generation that framed the Declaration and Constitution, and wrote and 
read The Federalist, was heir to the culture of the Greek and Italian 
Renaissance, the Reformation, the phtlosophes, and later of the French 
Revolution itself. The new republicans of America looked to the politi¬ 
cal history of Greece and Rome for their models of republican virtue. 
Early American architecture derived from the pure classicism of the 
French as well as from Palladio’s Renaissance style, American educa¬ 
tional ideals came from the progressive teachihg of Rousseau and Pesta- 
lozzi, and American theological controversies—especially in the era of the 
Transcendentalists—were carried on in the muiky atmosphere of Got¬ 
tingen and other centers of German romanticism.* 

The last of the shaping sources of the American tradition was so di¬ 
versified that it can only be called the polyglot heritage. In addition to 
the British, the Scotch-Irish, the French Huguenots, the early German 
settlers from the Palatine and the later Germans who left behind the 
abortive German revolutions of 1848, many other strains came to Amer¬ 
ica. There were Irish Catholics, driven by famine and an inner rest¬ 
lessness; there were Norwegians, Swedes and Danes, Hungarians, Aus¬ 
trians, Bohemians and Moravians, Spaniards and Portuguese; there 

* For a further discussion, especially of the impact of Puritanism, see Ch. X, Sec. t, 
"God and the Churches," and Sec. *, "American Thought: the Angle of Vision." Foi 
the influence of English law and politics, see Ch. VI, especially Sec. 8 , "Law and 
Justice." For the English language, see Ch. XI, Sec. 3 , “Heroes, Legends, and Speech." 
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were Swiss, Italians, Serbs, Greeks, and Armenians; there were Russian 
and Polish peasants, Lithuanians and Finns; there wer^ Jews, hoping 
that America would be the last stpp in their history of wandering; there 
were Mexicans and Canadians, crossing not a sea but only a border; 
there were Latin Americans; there were Chinese, Japanese, Filipinos. 

The speech ot America became a medley of tongues from every lan¬ 
guage family, each helping to give form to the emerging American lan¬ 
guage. The dance of America took its shape not only from the African 
jungle but also from the folk rhythms of the Central Europeans and the 
Slavs and from the pampas of Latin America. The choral societies and 
Mannerverbande of Central Europe were transplanted to Midwestern 
cities; the cookery of the French, the Italians, the Hungarians, the 
Swedes, entered as ingredients in the American menu. The vendettas of 
Sicily and the tong warfare of China were re-enacted on American streets. 
The political heterodoxies of German emigre Marxists and the religious 
heterodoxies of innumerable sects and prophets of true believers found 
room for community testing on the Midwestern plains; the political 
skills of the Irish found expression in new American cities, while the 
intellectual and business skills of the Jews reasserted themselves in the 
new favoring climate. 

Thus it became part of the American tradition to be an amalgam of 
many traditions, even while there were pressures to select one of them 
(the British-West European) as the "American” one. The shaping forces 
of American society, and of its outlook and thought, grew unimaginably. 
To the heritage of the Indian and Negro cultural strains, of British in¬ 
stitutional life, of the Greco-Roman and Judaeo-Christian world, of 
French revolutionary doctrine and artistic life, of German romanticism 
and the political and religious consciousness of the 1848 immigration, 
there were added the whole Mediterranean world, the Slavic, the Celtic- 
Catholic, the Hispanic-American, the Arab-Moslem, the Oriental. Each 
immigrant group contributed whatever elements of its tradition were 
absorbable by the American heritage, while in turn it absorbed the ele¬ 
ments it found.* 

In Augustan Rome the Emperor asked the poet Virgil to write an 
epic that w r ould expound and consolidate the Roman tradition. But an 
American Virgil, commanded similarly to celebrate the American tradi¬ 
tion, would find the task overpowering. For it would mean tracing the 
course of numberless rivers of thought and influence as they flowed into 
the central ocean of an American tradition which is still in the making. 

• On the polyglot tradition, see Ch. HI, Sec. 1, “Is There an American Stock?" and 
Sec. s, “The Immigrant Experience”; also Ch. VII, Sec. 5, “The Minority Situation." 
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3 . The Slaying of the European Father 

The people who came to the American shores felt intensely about the 
American experience because for each of them Ameiica was the wall 
broken down, door broken open. Some, like the Negroes, came against 
their will and in chains. But as for th&rest, whether they came for land 
or economic opportunity or freedom, ihey came because of the past de¬ 
nials in their lives. It was their pre-American experience that gave point 
to their life in America. The earlier memories were, of course, not 
wholly negative. The new setting gave the bitter memories of depriva¬ 
tion a chance to mellow, and it often brought to the fore a gentle nos¬ 
talgia for the old culture which fused with the patriotic feeling for the 
new. 

Thus the bundles of Old World memories, jostling each other in the 
New World, have enriched the American tradition. America was the 
placd where the old memories found a new meaning. Every item of 
experience in the New World was parked \sith a heightened tension, 
every event was projet ted into a past mote contrasting and into a fu¬ 
ture more exacting than in any other culture, thus forming the American 
image in the immigrant mind. 

Although many of the later immigrants were doubtless passive, com¬ 
ing to America mainly because ol the unsettlenicnt of Europe, the no¬ 
tion of the “American promise”—of America as a cornucopia of well¬ 
being and freedom—was to some degree imbedded in their mind from the 
first settlers to the latest. The earliest image of the American promise 
was widely spread by documents like Columbus's Letter of 1493 and the 
mini (hr; novus attributed to Amerigo Vespucci, with its picture of sen¬ 
suality as well as danger. The more authentic early writings depicted 
an America of rich soil, where a man had room tea move. In the age of 
capitalism the image of America became one of a land of business op¬ 
portunity where an able man could start at the bottom and leach the 
top. Throughout, from tire Spanish quest of El Dorado to the twentieth- 
century folklore of Sicilian and Slavic villages, the myth persisted of 
America as the land of untold riches where everyone dressed in finery 
and the paving blocks were of gold. 

Whatever the reality, these myths were among the powerful forces 
that stirred the European mind..The dominant literary themes of Eu¬ 
rope have often reached outside Europe: the imaginary voyage, the no¬ 
ble savage, the Byronic hero eating his heart out in some mountain fast¬ 
ness, the splendor of the exotic Orient or Africa. But in the European 
folk mind the myth of golden America has far outshone all these liter- 
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ary themes of the elite. The popular mind made the transition from 
Utopia to an actual democracy and from aiming at the moon to aiming 
at America. There is no other civilization in whose life history promise 
has played so great a part, nor one whose promise has meant so much 
to the older civilizations. 

But being built on a promise, American civilization was open to ques¬ 
tions about the degree of its fulfillment. National self-criticism had been 
strong from Thoreau and Theodore Parker to Whitman, but it mounted 
after the Civil War with the ending of the frontier, the dominance of 
the money mentality, the awakening of labor protest, and the havoc of 
recurrent economic breakdown. "America was promises,” wrote Archi¬ 
bald MacLeish in the 1930s, and his choice of tense summed up the 
temper of American self-criticism. Yet what interests a student of Amer¬ 
ican civilization is less the lack of fullness in the fulfillment than the 
persistence of the promise. The theme of promise has been America's 
great "social myth," using the term in the sense of an imaginative idea 
which—whatever its truth—induces men to feel and act. Santayana once 
spoke of the “metaphysical passion” which moved men to cross the seas 
to America to set up a new civilization. He was right. For all the scorn 
of metaphysics that you will find in American writing, the metaphysic 
of promise has been as crucial an element in the American civilization 
as the mctaphysic of Christianity in the civilization of Europe from St. 
Augustine to Thomas Aquinas. 


The medieval metaphysic was one of renunciation and otherworldli¬ 
ness. ft dominated European thought until the new science, discoveries, 
and wealth undercut it. With the Commercial Revolution and the un¬ 
settling effects of the Renaissance and Reformation, a new temper was 
shaped. Men sought the Golden Age not in a primitive past or murky 
future but here on earth and now. In fact, the quest for America was 
the quest at once for gold and the Golden Age. Thus was the founda¬ 
tion laid for the metaphysic of secular promise. Even in its imperial 
phase of the struggle of great power systems it had its roots in the 
Protestant ethic and in the humanist and secular energies loosed by the 
Renaissance. The promise of American life had its way prepared by the 
humanism of Europe, and the energies of American life had their origin 
in the awakened energies of Europe. 

This has been largely obscured in the literature of American revolt, 
in which Europe was something broken away from and left behind. 
You get this theme in De Cr£vecoeur, with his talk of the wholly "new” 
American; in Jefferson, with his recoil from the dynastic blood-feuds of 
the European despotisms; and you get it in Emerson’s speech at Man- 
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Chester in the midst of the 1847 depression, with which he closes his 
English Traits: 

If the courage of England goes with the chances of a commercial crisis, I 
will go back to the capes of Massachusetts and my own Indian stream, and 
say to my countrymen, the old race are all gone, and the elasticity and hope 
of mankind must henceforth remain on the Allegheny ranges, or nowhere. 

But while Americans rejected Europe, the act of rejection was also 
one of carry-over, and the act of revolt was itself an expression of the 
European consciousness. Thus Jcucison avowed that in drawing up the 
Declaration of Independence he had aimed at no originality but had 
sought only "to place before mankind the common sense of the subject”; 
after tracing the varied sources of European thought from which Jef¬ 
ferson had drawn, Julian Boyd remarks that “for a people who were 
to embrace many races and many creeds, nothing could have been more 
appropriate than that the act of renouncing the ties of consanguinity 
should have drawn its philosophical justification from traditions com¬ 
mon to all.” Withour taking over the European heritage the Americans 
could not have revolted against Europe. The ships that crossed the At¬ 
lantic to America carried with them not only the European economy but 
also European aspiiations and the European system of thought. The 
revolutionary elements in that system of thought had begun to show 
themselves before the settlement of America. In fact, the rise of Ameri¬ 
can civilization was the product both of revolution and dissolution in 
Europe 

In America the vigorous European elements were brought into play 
as against the exhausted ones. It was free enterprise arrayed against 
mercantilism, laissez faire against cameralism, individualism against 
hierarchy, natural rights against monarchy, popular nationalism against 
the dynastic regimes, social mobility against caste, the pioneering spirit 
against the status quo. For before the American dream there was the 
European dream. Sometimes internal conflicts are resolved by revolu¬ 
tion within, sometimes by the bursting out into colonization and revo¬ 
lution without. It the settlement of America helped drain off Europe’s 
revolutionary energies, the revolution in America gave expression to 
those energies. The new world of which Europe had so long dreamed 
came to fruition under American skies. The European dream made 
America possible; and the American experience gave the European 
dream concreteness. 

This was the America-Europe nexus. Why then the rejection of Eu¬ 
rope so chronic in the American tradition? An answer is suggested by 
the theme which runs through Frazer's The Golden Bough—the tribal 
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killing of the sacrificial king, or (as we may generalize it) th§ symbolic 
slaying of the father. The motive for slaying, one may hazard, was to 
ward off evil by establishing the separateness of the tribe from the king, 
much as an adolescent has to disown a parent to assert himself as a 
person in his own right. Taking the suggestion of the Swiss-ltalian theo- 
rist Roberto Michels that every nation has two dominant myths—the 
myth of origin and the myth of mission—America’s rejection of Europe 
and the rebellion against the father may be seen as part of its mythology. 

Was the strength of the rejection due partly to the feelings of inferi¬ 
ority in a culture which for almost two centuries was colonial?—plus the 
bitterness of a revolutionary war?—plus the cockiness of success and the 
rapid strides toward power on the part of a once derided people?— 
plus a metaphysic of promise which demanded that the sources of the 
prQmise be as home-grown as its prospects were glorious? Yet there re¬ 
mains the paradox that the Americans who led in the rejection of Eu¬ 
rope were themselves intellectuals deeply indebted to European books 
and ideas. 

There is the example of Jefferson, whose passion for freedom was 
rooted in the classical and English philosophers and whose feeling for 
the independent American farmer had been foreshadowed by the em¬ 
phasis of the Physiocrats. As for his opponents, John Adams’s doctrine 
of mixed government went back to the English constitutional tradition, 
and Alexander Hamilton expressed better than the European thinkers 
themselves the fears of the possessors about the naked will of the people. 
Inveighing against European monarchies and social despotism, Jefferson 
made political capital [or the Republicans by fixing the stigma of a 
monarchist Europe on the Federalists. Hamilton, on his side, by in¬ 
veighing against European revolutionary terrorists, lumped with them 
the author of the Letter to Mazzei. Each used Europe as a weapon in 
his political battles. 

The use of these symbols was strengthened by the continued inpouring 
of immigration. The big anti-immigrant movements of American his 
tory—the Native Americans and Know-Nothings of the 1840s and 1850s, 
the Sand-Lot party in California in the 1870s which set off the Exclu¬ 
sion bills, the American Protective Association in the Midwest, and the 
revived Ku Klux Klan after World War I—were related to the raw en¬ 
ergies of a new capitalist democracy and the personal and social ten¬ 
sions of living in a fiercely competitive society. In a nation made up 
of successive layers of immigrants there was a marginal prestige in hav¬ 
ing left Europe earlier and a marginal stigma in having left it later. 
Each new batch, feeling its “Americanism” challenged, found itself bla¬ 
tantly claiming to be more American than the others* This led to a 
mounting xenophobia, an overrapid drive toward “assimilation,” and 
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an effort to equate "radical" and "alien" and use them almost inter¬ 
changeably.* 

This psychic necessity for rejecting Europe has affected the whole 
spectrum of American social thinking. It is true that there is an under¬ 
lying self-confidence in American thought. Yet for his self-respect the 
young American intellectual of today is led to reject ideas for social 
change far less radical than the radical democracy of Channing and 
Wendell Phillips, of Henry Demarest Lloyd and Edward Bellamy and 
Lincoln Steffens, on the ground that they are “European” and "Marx¬ 
ian.” In his spiritual isolation the middle-class American seems to suf¬ 
fer from a sense of encirclement and to identify with a “European" or 
“foreign" source whatever ills he feels he is subject to. Some of the 
major grands peurs to which American men of property have been sub¬ 
ject have been dramatized in these terms, and the more easily dramatized 
because the rejection of Europe preceded even the Socialist scares created 
by the European revolutions of the 1840s or the Paris Commune of 1870. 
Finally, because a sense of encirrlement fortifies a policy of isolationism, 
the considerations of national interest which until recently led to such a 
foreign policy found psychological bolstering here. 

To be sure, the best American thinkers suffered from the sense that 
they were missing something by their separation from Europe. Emerson 
preached sclf-rehance to Americans, yet he was mature enough to know 
that self-reliance excluded fear of Europe as well as abasement before 
it; his relations with Carlyle and the other British men of letters w r ere 
relations between men who had something to / say to each other. But 
other American writers have veered between an overassertive nativism 
and a votive dependence. From Henry James in the old London houses 
that drew him so, to the literary proconsuls of the 1940s and 1950s in 
Paris and Rome, American writeis went to Europe seeking some quality 
—aesthetic sensitivity, a freer expressiveness in living, old traditions, 
a sense of community, dedication to artistic discipline—which the cruder 
energies of the American civilization had not provided. 

The sharp change in the American attitude toward Europe came with 
the world wars. Once it became clear that Europe was no longer the 
father demanding obedience and exerting his authority but an endangered 
civilization needing help, America’s response changed. It broke through 
the isolationist sheath to aid western Europe in two great wars, and 
afterward it helped to rebuild Europe’s economic strength. Yet even 
here Americans had to dress up their aid in the ideological garment of 
a struggle against tyranny and authoritarianism. You ended by helping 

* For a further discussion, see Ch. Ill, Sec. a, “The Immigrant Experience," and 
Cb. VII, Sec. 5 , "The Minority Situation.” 
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the father you had rebelled against, but you did it by continuing to 
slay another potential authority-image. 

Thus did Americans compensate for the sacrificial slaying of the fa¬ 
ther; and thus did they continue, in the act of compensation, to main¬ 
tain their connection with their image of themselves as free and rebel¬ 
lious spirits.* 


4. Why Was America a Success? 

The versions a culture has of its own strength and success are as im¬ 
portant parts of its tradition as the versions it has of its origins or mis¬ 
sion. Some of the early historians believed they saw the hand of God 
operating exclusively in American history and did not trojble to in¬ 
quire why He should have shown so special a solicitude for this particu¬ 
lar breed of His children. Not counting the inevitable drivel about the 
superior virtues of Anglo-Saxon ism, there were also a few accepted his¬ 
torians (Bancroft, Fiske, Mahan come to mind) who wrote of Ameri¬ 
cans as a Chosen People in the Biblical sense of one through whose his¬ 
tory some Higher Power works out an inscrutable design for the whole 
human race. There was also a tendency to guard the unblemished repu¬ 
tation of the revolutionary heroes and give more than lifc-si/e statuie 
to the Founding Fathers. But the recent studies of Franklin, Washing 
ton, Jefferson, Hamilton, Adams, and Madison view them with their 
frailties as well as their basic greatness. 

Stronger than the impulse to see Amenta as a Chosen People is the 
impulse to see it as a unique historic experience. The idea of American 
“except ion a l ism” is valid if you take it in the sense that America has 
its own civilization pattern, which does not follow the pattern of others 
and is not linked by any inevitable destiny to their doom. T his does not 
cut America off from the universal expeiience of other civilizations, nor 
does it make America immune to the age-old forces that have seen other 
civilizations rise and flouiisb, decay and die. It does, however, stress the 
ways in which America has been favored by geography and historical 
circumstance. One view of the geographical theory underscores the ex¬ 
panse of continent, another the expanse ol oceans. The continental ver¬ 
sion points out that America has been blessed with a richness of re¬ 
sources—soil, forest, water power, coal, minerals—as few other nations. 
The oceanic version points to the stretch of the Atlantic and the Pa¬ 
cific which enabled America to develop, especially in its formative pe- 

• For a further discussion of American metaphysical assumptions, see Ch. X, Sec. 2 . 
"American Thought: the Angle of Vision." For the ideas and emotions underlying 
American foreign policy, see Ch. XII. 
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riod, far from the wars and dynastic struggles of other nations. Thus one 
may say that the tutelary divinities of land and water watched over 
America’s destinies. 

Another variant of the theory of exceptionalism is the argument from 
pluralism—that American greatness derives from its special blend of eth 
nic, religious, and linguistic strains. 7 'his is the view that America was 
a success because it was not a nation but (in Walt Whitman’s phrase) 
“a nation of nations.” As l)e\Vitt Clinton, the New York politician, 
put it as early as 1814: "Perhaps our mingled descent from various na¬ 
tions may have a benign influence upon genius. . . . The extraordinary 
characters which the United States have produced may be, in some 
measure, ascribed to the mixed blood of so many nations flowing in our 
veins.” A later writer spoke of the processes of Nature as always tending 
"to enrich the whole by this electrical and enlivening relation between 
the parts.” Randolph Bourne, who reflected the intellectual currents of 
the peiiod before World War 1 , also spoke of the "trans-national" char¬ 
acter of the culture. Here again, by the denial of a narrow ethnic view, 
America expressed its sense of its own uniqueness: for the crossing of so 
many strains presumably produced a richer and stronger new strain, the 
American as the New Man. Or if he was not new, there was at least in 
him the densest distillation of universal humanity, and in that sense too 
America was unique* 

Even when American thinkers seemed to use other explanations of 
American success, the notion of exceptionalism often showed through 
the slits of the mask I bis was true of those who saw Ameiican history 
as illustrating "the principle of freedom" (in Gcjorgc Bancroft's phrase), 
or the later radical democrats who made a cult of the common man and 
saw him shaping a unique civilization under unique conditions of free¬ 
dom. For them, as lor many other commentators on America, the theme 
of American uniqueness has been (in Rush Welter’s words) "a fact tran¬ 
scending any particular explanation, yet evidenced by their prolifera¬ 
tion."* 

Of the American institutions singled out for the riddle of American 
success, the three that have received most attention are the Constitution, 
individualist capitalism, and the frontier. 

For a century and a half the worship of the Constitution has been 
part of American traditional thought and emotion. It may have taken 
root as a way of giving Americans the sense of their place in the sun, 
after the struggle for freedom. It continued in the latter part of the 
nineteenth century as a way of lighting radical legislation and the "im- 

* For a further discussion of the problem of the uniqueness of America, see Ch. II, 
Sec. 4 , "American Exceptionalism." 
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ported European philosophies.” Today it counts most as a symbol of the 
nontotalitarian organization of human living—especially important, as 
Clinton Rossiter has noted, for a people who lack a large store of in¬ 
herited symbols of a mystical nature. Even among those skeptical of 
spread-eagle patriotism, there is a sober sense that the American politi¬ 
cal genius has here added something of its own to the tradition of gov¬ 
ernment. 

To be sure, the creative elements of the American political contribu¬ 
tion are to be found outside as well as inside the Constitution. The 
party system, judicial review of legislation, the flexibility of Presidential 
power, the government of atomic energy, the whole administrative arm 
of the government—none of these are explicit in the Constitution but 
have grown up outside it. Yet in the popular mind they are lumped to¬ 
gether under the Constitutional symbol. What was perhaps least to be 
expected was the record of the Supreme Court, in the last two decades, 
in refusing to make the symbol too rigid. The healthy conflict of opin¬ 
ion between the Justices is a sign that all of them, conservatives and 
liberals alike, regard the Constitution not as a sacred text but as an 
instrument of government, however much they may differ on how it is 
to be used wisely. 

There is still, of course, the temptation to pay homage to a sacred 
document, unchanging amidst the tides and storms of the world. The 
document is thereby assigned an efficacy in itself which it can have only 
when it is seen as a living Constitution, interpreted flexibly and with 
a generosity of social purpose by men who are human beings and have 
biographies and political creeds. As an object of cult worship the Con¬ 
stitution becomes all too easy an explanation of American greatness and 
has thereby at times become an obstacle to the dynamism of the Amer¬ 
ican experience. * 

One of the least noted changes in the undercurrent of American at¬ 
titudes has been the merging of the Constitution with the idea-of-piog- 
ress strain in American thought. As the technical achievement of Amer¬ 
ica became clearer in the 1870s and 1880s, the idea of progress was linked 
with the unfolding of the productive power of the machine and the 
human energies.released by it. These in turn were seen to depend on 
capitalism, which by still another remove rested on the initiative of 
individual enterprise and the Constitutional guarantees of individual 
freedom. Thus the answer increasingly given to the riddle of American 
success was one linked with the institution of individualist capitalism. 

The European theorist on whom the American champions of individ¬ 
ualist capitalism most relied was Herbert Spencer. It was to turn his 

•For a further discussion of the Constitution and constitutionalism, see Ch. Vi, 
Sec. 9 . “Keepers of the Covenant.” 
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theory topsy-turvy that Thorstein Veblen wrote his Theory of the Lei¬ 
sure Class; and a quarter century later Veblen rounded out his thinking 
in Absentee Ownership and Business Enterprise: The Case of America 
(1923), which was an indictment of the whole capitalist thesis. Ironi¬ 
cally, one of Veblen’s teachers at Carleton College was John Bates Clark, 
one of his Yale teachers was William Graham Sumner, and his teacher 
and friend both at Cornell and Chicago was J. Laurence Laughlin. 
These three were the militant defenders of capitalist individualism at 
the turn of the century. Sumner's defense of the moral aspects of indi¬ 
vidualism and laissez faire paved the way for the economic individualism 
of the dominant school of American economic theory. The fruits of 
their view may be found in the speeches made at any convention of the 
N.A.M., in the institutional advertising of any corporation, and in the 
columns and editorials of almost any American newspaper. 

This view is attractive as an explanation of American dynamism, 
since it runs in terms of the role of freedom in the release of men's 
energies. It offers the individual an unlimited field for careerism and 
enrichment and yet ties these up with the social interest, giving the 
twentieth-century American the feeling, at once complacent and revo¬ 
lutionary, of the eighteenth-century European when Adam Smith told 
him that each man, by pursuing his self-interest, helps the common 
good. It has on its side the massive facts of American material wealth 
and high living standards and is linked with the emphasis on the limited 
state and the contempt for bureaucrats. 

But the champions of individualist capitalism have not gone unchal¬ 
lenged. Foreign observers like Harold Laski and Americans like Robert 
S. Lynd and C. Wright Mills have assigned it a corrosive role in Ameri¬ 
can development, stressing the impact of its acquisitiveness, planless¬ 
ness, and moral blindness on democratic institutions. The anticapitalist 
emphasis was in a sense foreshadowed by the agrarian antiprivilege 
thinking of John Taylor of Carolina, one of Jefferson’s lieutenants, and 
by the similar protest of the Populist and reformist thinkers not so much 
against capitalism itself as against corrupt wealth and the inequalities 
of American life. The anticapitalist thinkers of the first half of our cen¬ 
tury have pointed to the concentration of economic power, the increas¬ 
ing pressures on small business, the recurring boom-bust cycles of in¬ 
flation and unemployment, the waste, the jungle of competitive greeds, 
the desert stretches of frustration and relative poverty alongside the 
high living standards. The doubt they raise is whether big-scale capital¬ 
ism was responsible for the prosperity of America or was itself a by¬ 
product of the margin of waste afforded by Ametica’s immense resources 
and geographic position. They point to the capitalist experience of other 
countries, with its frustrated energies and increasingly bitter social strug- 
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gles, as an indication that the creative phase of American capitalism is 
past and the future will be that of an Iron Age. 

Like other forms of determinism in America, this one has had rough 
going. "The theory of economic determinism,” wrote the youthful and 
cocky Charles Beard in 1913, "has not been tried out in American his¬ 
tory, and until it is tried out it cannot be found wanting." He later re¬ 
treated from this position and denied that he had ever quite meant to 
try it out, yet the boldness of An Economic Interpretation of the Con¬ 
stitution left its mark on the teaching and writing of American history. 
His major work, with Mary Beard, on The Rise of American Civilization 
continued to stress the economic factor as the revolutionary shaping 
force in American development. Somewhat before Beard, but almost 
contemporary with him, Thorstein Veblen worked out more systemati¬ 
cally an interpretation of society and opinion in America that (while 
not an economic determinism) stressed the conflict of the technological 
and pecuniary factors—"the making of goods and the making of money” 
—rather than the intangibles of the national character and destiny. And 
Brooks Adams, Henry’s brother, starting from very different premises, 
developed an even more vigorous economic interpretation of his own— 
paitly geographical (the determinism of changing trade routes), partly 
that of economic and administrative concentration (the “law of civiliza¬ 
tion and decay”). 

Thus there was a historical moment in America—somewhere between 
the rise of Populism and the New Deal—when the twin doctrines of cap¬ 
italist apologetic and anticapitalist indictment fought it out, although 
under a bewildering variety of verbal disguises. Veblen insisted on an 
impersonal explanation, using his theory of the impersonality of the 
machine process and bringing within its incidence the whole structure 
of social thought as well. Beard was influenced not only by Veblen and 
Brooks Adams but also by James Madison, and was fond of quoting the 
famous Number Ten of The Federalist, whete Madison analyzed the 
growth of party factions in terms of universal conflicts of class interest. 
But whether Madisonian or Marxian, Veblenian, Adamsian or Beard- 
ian, this emphasis has been attacked as too impersonal and too deter- 
minist—sometimes by the very same people who accept the impersonal 
market determinism of the "immutable” laws of neoclassical economics. 

In its most effective form the anticapitalist indictment in America 
charges that capitalism turned its back on earlier American experience. 
Certainly the laissez-faire emphasis of capitalism was a latter-day one: 
state economic action was common and unchallenged before the Civil 
War. It was the continental resources and the favoring historical condi¬ 
tions of America (so this theory goes) that gave capitalism its start, but 



WHY WAS AMERICA A SUCCESS? SS 

once started it ran berserk, so that the changes it brought over American 
life have betrayed the original meaning of the American Revolution. 
This was the favorite thesis of the intellectuals in the Populist and so¬ 
cial-reform era. It was J. Allen Smith’s thesis, and that of Smith's more 
famous disciple, Vernon L. Parrington. It was the thesis of Henry De- 
marest Lloyd and of Lincoln Stelfens, of Edward Bellamy and of Wil¬ 
liam Dean Howells. And in a different form it underlies the attack on 
capitalism by the Southern Agrarians of the 1920s and 1930s. 

Answering these charges, a more sophisticated form of capitalist think¬ 
ing has emerged which recognizes that laissez-faire, capitalism no longer 
exists and that the giant corporation has made capitalist individualism 
archaic. In U.S.A.: The Permanent Revolution , Russell Davenport ar¬ 
gued for the double thesis of American uniqueness and universalism. 
He saw American capitalism as the unique and history-chosen guardian 
of the universal values of freedom and abundance, holding it to be 
America’s peculiar mission to guard these values for the rest of the world. 
He felt that the recent changes in capitalism—which have spread the 
ownership of corporate wealth and made ordinary people the partici¬ 
pants in capitalism—have made it a “popular” or "wxlfare” capitalism, 
still holding the secret to American dynamism: in fact, so continuously 
revolutionary in its consequences that the American experience alone 
deserves the phrase Trotsky sought to apply to Communist dynamism— 
the “permanent revolution.” Something of the same view may be found 
stated, with greater learning and more qualifications, in Adolf Berle's 
American Capitalist Revolution. 

I shall be returning to an examination of these ideas in my chapter 
on the American economy.* Here I want only to say that American 
capitalism has been both overpraised and overindicted: that it is neither 
the Plumed Knight nor the monstrous Robber Baiony it has been 
depicted; that it is responsible neither for all the blessings nor all the 
ills of American society; and that it cannot be brandished as the single 
key either to American greatness or American infamy. On no other phase 
of the American tradition has discussion shown the quality of excess it 
has shown on the nature of the Atnerican economy and its leadership. 
If Beard, Parrington, and Matthew Josephson in the 1920s and 1930s 
oversimplified the relation between economic power and stratification 
and the state of American civilization, the razzle-dazzle chromium- 
plated laudators of American capitalism in the 1950s were even more 
at fault in assuming that they had solved the secret of perpetual motion 
for American wealth and prosjrerity, that economic mergers, corporate 
cannibalism, stock dispersion, and the automatic factory would nail 

* Ch. V, ''Capitalist Economy and Business Civilization.” 
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down the gifts of the gods on the American land, and that the power 
and the glory would go on forever and ever. 

One of the most interesting efforts to explain American success was the 
Turner theory of the moving frontier. While Frederick J. Turner put 
his theory in terms of frontier democracy as well as frontier individu¬ 
alism, it has been used subtly to bolster the argument from individual¬ 
ism—and therefore from laissez-faire capitalism—as the source of Amer¬ 
ica's greatness. Charles Beard asked acidly why Sumner’s theory of 
individualism in economics was quickly challenged and destroyed by 
the progressive economists while Turner’s similar theory of individual¬ 
ism in history got no such response from the historians. Turner has 
since been challenged, yet the query was a valid one. One answer is 
that while Sumner's argument was couched in universal terms—and 
Clark and Laughlin after him fro/e it into the eternal laws of economics 
—Turner’s theory focused on the uniqueness of the American experi¬ 
ence even while he gave it the force of historic law. 

Turner’s theory-that the characteristic American institutions were 
born out of the American forest and were shaped by America’s character¬ 
istic frontier experience—was in one sense a pessimistic formulation, 
since Turner knew that the frontier was closing even while he w’rote, and 
the closed frontier presumably meant the decline of opportunity and of 
democratic vigor. Yet its strong impact was positive and derived 
from confirming Americans in the feeling of their uniqueness, the sense 
of being not part of a univers.il equation but a fresh experiment in his¬ 
tory. Henry Nash Smith has pointed out that Turner was in effect a poet 
dealing with the stuff of legend—the myth of America as the "garden 
of the world.” What he wrote was thus part of the metaphysic of 
American promise and shed some light for Americans on how it hap¬ 
pened that a people endowed as others of God’s children were en¬ 
dowed could nevertheless create so special and successful a culture. It 
weakened the potential hold either of a Marxist theory of the iron laws 
of capitalist development and doom, or a theory of a racial elite which 
other peoples had found consolatory. Instead it gave Americans a theory 
of the shaping of their institutions and character which ran in natural¬ 
istic terms of the frontier as a process yet made them almost as elect as if 
they had been born of the Sun God or been given some special Aryan 
dispensation. 

With its nostalgic evocation of a frontier America and its code of 
agrarian-democratic values, the Turner theory gave to highly urbanized 
twentieth-century Americans the flavor of the soil. Turner had broken 
with his teacher, Herbert Baxter Adams, who had traced American de¬ 
mocracy from the barbarian tribes in the German forests: yet Turner, in 
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a sense, transplanted the Teutonic forest to the American scene. "Ameri¬ 
can democracy," he wrote, "was bom of no theorist’s dream. ... It 
came out of the American forest, and it gained strength each time it 
touched a new frontier." This philosophy enabled the dwellers of the 
city to equate themselves with the dying yet romantic figure of the 
cabin farmer. They were able to live in a very unfrontierlike way and 
still regard themselves as frontiersmen, to develop massive corporate 
organizations while speaking of the individual entrepreneur, and to 
build up a Big Government with a far-flung imperium while still 
chetishing in politics the cult of the log cabin and the whistle-stop, ’ 
back-platform campaign speech. 

Most of all. Turner's appeal lay in the fact that while he talked in 
terms of individualism (what John Dewey called the "old individual¬ 
ism”) the traits in Ameiica whose psychological sources he was seeking 
were the traits of democracy. This is what made him attractive to New 
Dealers and conservatives alike. Where Sumner and his followers had 
tried to show why the inequalities of an unequal society were inevi¬ 
table, Turner tried to explain how Americans, despite then actual 
social inequalities, continued to believe in the idea of equality. To have 
a theory like this, which combined the ptidc of individualism and the 
cult of democracy, was a satisfying experience because it resolved the 
nation’s inner split and made it whole. 

Yet with all these blandishments, it could not have had its impact 
without a core of validity. Turner had a deep insight into the condi¬ 
tions under which the crucial American institutions were shaped. To 
this insight we now turn. 


5 . American History As Extended Genesis 

America as a dream of riches has become so familiar a world image 
that we almost forget how hard the American environment was at its 
start. From the first attempted settlement of the "lost colony” at Roa¬ 
noke and the privations at Jamestown and Massachusetts Bay, through 
the opening of the last strip of frontier, the "challenge of hard ground” 
has come up afresh across the larger span of America’s history. 

Almost every civilization has its genesis tinder haul conditions, and it 
is during this formative period when new things are happening that a 
people’s institutions and national character take shape. Sometimes 
catastrophe overtakes them early, and then comes either the darkness 
of the end or else die catastrophe serves to bring a rebirth of creative¬ 
ness. Sometimes a process of social revolution may renew the lagging 
energies or break the log jam of the dammed-up ones. But in most in- 



36 


HERITAGE 


stances, after the springtime of great creativeness, a civilization settles 
down to live on the accumulated capital of its achievement, loses its 
sense of newness and power, grows rigid. It becomes the hulk of what 
men once dreamed it and hugs its past instead of fashionfhg its future. 
It becomes, in Eliot’s phrase, an “old man in a dry season.” 

Although America is still a relatively young civilization, the sense of 
beginnings in it has been a protracted one. Viewing the life history of 
American civilization as a whole, it is clear that never in history has a 
civilization risen to world power in so short a span (even the rise of 
Rome took longer, and Russia goes back for its origins to the Middle 
Ages) and never has the larger portion of that span been so permeated 
by a sense of new beginnings. Even before the thin strip of Atlantic 
colonies had achieved their freedom and a degree of unity, American 
settlement had already begun to move inland and make inroads on the 
continental interior. Every new r gain in national consciousness ami in 
wealth and power on the part of the settled legions was paralleled by 
a deeper penetration into the unsettled ones and the opening ol new 
reaches for the national imagination. From the Jamestown settlement 
to the present, the span of American history has been some 350 years. 
The conventional date for the end of the frontier as a continuous line 
of settlement is in the 1890s, although much land continued to be 
homesteaded for some time alter. Thus about 300 of the 350 weie years 
of continued genesis. During those three centimes there was never a time 
when somewhere in America settlements of men and women were not 
starting anew r , wrestling with their natural environment and hewing 
out of the wilderness a new community, a new feeling of achievement, 
new profits, prosperity, and power. 

This brings us back to Turner and the role of the moving frontict 
in keeping alive American individualism and demonacy. Translate 
the history of the moving frontier into terms of the civilization process 
and it becomes the history of an extended genesis. When we think in 
terms of the comparative life histories of civilizations, questions come 
up which T urner’s theory, limited as it was to the American experience 
(Walter Prescott Webb has extended it admirably in his Gteat Frontier ), 
did not even raise. Toynbee, for example, propounds as a "law” of his¬ 
tory that "geographical expansion produces social retardation.” This 
runs headlong into the American experience. Yet one may say instead 
that in and of itself there is no social magic in the expansion of frontier 
settlement, as the history of other cultures has shown. Even Turner saw 
that the first result of the frontier was reduction to a more primitive con¬ 
dition: by diluting the intensity of the cultural experience it may ac¬ 
tually have the retarding effect Toynbee describes. 

America lias not been the only civilization which retained a large. 
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thinly settled frontier area over a long time span. It has also been true, 
to pick random examples, of Russia, Australia, Canada, Argentina, 
Brazil. It is true of any big continental stretch which has unsettled 
land in an expanse stretching beyond the settled population centers. 
Yet in none of these cases, despite some similarities that Turner noted, 
were the social results of frontier settlement comparable to the Ameri¬ 
can. Why? What was crucially lacking in their experience and present 
in the American that may account for the difference? 

Here Turner’s analysis must be stretched. With his agrarian emphasis 
he tended to focus on the periphery of new settlement. Despite some 
later indications of his broader view after the famous first essay on the 
significance of the frontier, he took little account of the pattern as a 
whole which included the center and the lines of influence between 
center and periphery. Along with the ferment of a moving frontier there 
was the ferment of demociati/afion and industrial development in the 
area of eailv settlement. What Russia, Australia, and the other instances 
of frontiei settlement lacked, and the American instance had, was a 
major industrial and capitalist revolution taking plate at the same 
time as the frontier settlement and linked with it, and an extension of 
the democratic idea linked with both. 

This triple line of new development, or extended genesis, meant that 
American life was being transformed vertically in the original centers 
of settlement at the same time that it was being extended horizontally 
in the new areas. Thus there was a double process of dynamism in 
operation, the vertical and horizontal. In other words, while the march 
of geographical settlement was necessary to the extended genesis, it 
would not in itself have been adequate. To move into the wilderness 
with the intent of creating fresh settlements means that you refresh 
and keep alive whatever it is you take with you. But you must have 
something to take. 'The sense of renewal of the frontiersmen came not 
only from facing a natural environment with directness but from never 
losing contact with the sources of mechanical and governmental trans¬ 
formation that gave Americans their commanding control over the 
environment as a whole. 

If the Jacksonian period is seen as a great watershed of American 
development, when the ferment of new energies was most evident both 
to Americans and to foreign observers, the triple source of the new 
strength is fairly clear. There was, first, the moving frontier itself. 
Jackson was a man of the frontier, representing its quickness of per¬ 
ception, freshness of experience/habit of decisive action. Second, there 
was the movement of the American economy, which (to parallel the 
moving frontier) we may call the "moving technology." The inventive¬ 
ness and self-reliance that were necessary qualities on the frontier were 
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also necessary in the Eastern towns and cities among the new "me¬ 
chanics," the toolmakers, the mill and foundry managers, the business¬ 
men. 

In the third area—that o! government and political ideas—the fresh¬ 
ness of thinking and sturdiness of assertion that had shown themselves 
since the Founding Fathers were strengthened in the Jacksonian era. 
That period saw the emergence of a coalition of frontier farmers, urban 
workingmen, businessmen, and intellectuals who expressed the com¬ 
mon outlook of both groups and who gave direction to their energies. 
George Bancroft and Orestes Brownson were New Englanders, as were 
Emerson, Thoreau, Alcott, and the whole Concord group, who stood 
aside from the Jacksonian movement and were basically Whigs. Jack- 
son ians like Leggett, Bryant, Godwin, Greeley, Vethake, were New 
Yorkers and Pennsylvanians. Both groups were Easterners and formed 
part of the "American Renaissance” which furnished the intellectual 
setting for the frontier movement. 

Every idea tends to move toward its limits, by cumulative force and 
by the extension of its inner logic. That happened to the democratic 
idea which moved ahead as if by some inner propulsion. Groups sprang 
up to work for abolitionism, prison reform, and equality for women, 
for trade-unionism, utopian community schemes, popular control of 
banking and financial power. Few of these were wholly native, and few 
but had their origins or parallels in Europe. Yet they serve to illustrate 
that along with the "moving frontier” and the “moving technology” 
there was something like a “moving democratic idea.” 

Ametica had, in short, a major industrial and capitalist revolution 
and a major political and intellectual revolution alongside the revo¬ 
lution of frontier settlement and linked with it. American life was being 
transformed vertically at the same time that it was being extended 
horizontally, and the dynamism of each fed and was fed by the 
dynamism of the other. On one level Americans continued to wrestle 
directly with the natural environment, while on another level they con¬ 
trived machines that gave them (despite the complaints of workers 
and intellectuals) the exhilaration of a commanding mechanical mastery 
over Nature. They were at once Prometheus and Dr. Faustus, and each 
role nourished their feeling of creativeness and their conviction of mis¬ 
sion. 

Thus, while the adherents of the Turner thesis are right to stress the 
fresher democratic energies of the West, there was a truer sense in 
which both West and East drew from the same source. For the East¬ 
ern businessman, however conservative, long retained the unquenchable 
dlan of discovery; while the Western frontiersman, however progressive, 
never lost the Lockean sense that by mixing with his labor the domain 
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he was hewing out of the forest he was creating a new property for 
himself. Somewhere the noble savage met the Alchemist. Somewhere 
Davy Crockett became Andrew Carnegie. And somewhere both ele¬ 
ments were tempered by the passion of a Jackson and a Taney in sub¬ 
duing the power of the Bank of the United States. Where these three 
strains met and fused, at that point America was made, and the traits 
which make up its national character were roughly determined. 

Under other conditions the expansion of the frontier could have 
taken on something like the Australian pattern—a permanent metropolis 
plus a permanent hinterland. But the constant growth of trade and 
manufacturing, the opening of new markets at home as well as abroad, 
the advancing state of the industrial arts, the continuing alertness both 
of American management and American labor—all these made certain 
that the hinterland was steadily absorbed by the moving industrialism, 
and the moving democracy went (although against great resistance and 
at a lagging pace) along with both. 

With this clue we can understand two principal facets of the Ameri¬ 
can character. Self-reliance, courage, alertness, obstinate endurance, 
friendliness, a democratic informality, are traits that emerged from 
the continuous cycles of land settlement. A sharp and shrewd aggressive¬ 
ness, a willingness to take chances, an organicing capacity, a genius with 
machines, a sense of bigness and of power, an assumption of destiny, are 
traits that emerged from industrialism and the capital markets of the 
metropolis. The two sets of traits were fused in the national character 
because the two strands of development were interwoven in the crucial 
phases of American history. David Potter has put it well by saying that 
the moving frontier was one phase of the larger situation of oppor¬ 
tunity and abundance which has marked the Americans as a "people of 
plenty." 


6. Tradition and the Frame of Power 

Thf. newness of the American tradition is one of the facts that gives 
it unity. America is the only great nation of modern times whose his¬ 
tory is also the history of the three shaping lotces of the modern 
Western world —industrialism as a technology, capitalism as a way of 
organizing it, and democracy as a way of running both. The American 
tradition, woven from these elements, took on their dynamism. 

The first English, French, and Dutch settlers brought with them 
the knowledge of crafts and manufactures which had come out of the 
early phase of the Industrial Revolution. The year in which American 
independence was declared—1776—was also the year of the invention of 
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the steam engine and the publication of the most important manifesto 
of the spirit of capitalist enterprise, Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations— 
a fact which may stand as a symbol of the relation of all three shaping 
forces. The matrix of the American democratic idea lay ifl the span 
between the Cromwellian Revolution and the French Revolution, and 
while it suffered a sea change when it came over to American shores, it 
was recognizably democratic by the time the new Republic was formed. 
There was only a brief span in the American national life that could 
be termed predemocratic, preindustrial, or precapitalist. As Louis 
Hartz has pointed out, the American tradition included no dominating 
feudal regime needing to be overthrown. 

One must contrast this with the history of peoples whose origins 
reach much further back—the English, the French, the Mediterranean, 
the pre-Soviet Russian. Their traditions were already well established 
by the time the trinity of industrialism, capitalism, and democracy 
came to the world stage. They had to absorb them and play down what¬ 
ever elements in the trinity did not fit into their tradition. These were 
the conservative cultures. There is another kind of contrast between 
the case of America and the Communist cultures of present-day Russia, 
eastern Europe, China, and southeast Asia. They had to rediscover their 
national traditions and absorb them into their new ideologies, playing 
down whatever in the tradition did not jibe with the new structure of 
power and the new system of class relations. 

America, on the other hand, has not had to play down drastically 
either the new forces because of its tradition or its tradition because of 
the new forces. As a result there has been a continuity between the 
elements that make up the contemporary industrial-capitalist-democratic 
culture. It is a continuity between the remembered national past and the 
living present—one that has been so organic as to be perilously decep¬ 
tive, and lulls the unwary observer into the illusion that the heritage 
does not even exist and that America is "traditionless” as well as “his- 
toryless.” The exception, of course, is the case of the South, where 
slavery and the tragic Civil War defeat broke the continuity of history 
much as feudalism and revolution did in Europe. This may explain 
why the South has had so tragic a sense of destructiveness and has been 
so conscious of its history. 

But for the nation as a whole the continuity of history and tradition 
is one reason for the activism of Americans. They do not think of 
themselves—to use John Dollard’s phrase—as "the passive porters of a 
cultural tradition.” They have made their tradition as well as their 
culture in the same act. 

One important fact must be added. America, one of the youngest 
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of the great civilizations of the world, is one of the oldest and most 
continuous of the social systems. Three and a half centuries is a short 
time as the span of a civilization goes, but it is a long time as the span 
of uninterrupted social power goes. 

Of the important peoples today the French had their Revolution 
shortly after the Americans, but a series of catastrophes in three sue* 
cessive wars wiped out much of the staying power of the ruling class 
and brought a chronic instability of regimes. The Germans had a 
frustrated social revolution in 1918 and a Fascist one in 1933 for which 
they had to pay heavily in social chaos. After several abortive attempts, 
the Russians had their Communist revolution in 1917, changing the 
base of class power; and their subsequent leadership of the world 
Communist movement has made them underline the newness of their 
social system. The modern Chinese had one revolution in 1911 and, 
after a protracted civil war, a successful Communist revolution in 
1948-49. India, after winning its freedom by a revolution of passive 
resistance, launched a mixed economy with Socialist elements; the same 
is true to differing degrees of Burma, Israel, Indonesia. Of the Latin- 
American nations, Brazil and Argentina are typical in having broken 
away from European rule by revolution, which in turn was followed by 
a series of internal revolts and military coups. Even in Britain, where 
the system of capitalist power has lasted longer than anywhere except 
America, the pressures toward a Socialist economy and society have 
been stronger than anything in the American experience. 

Not only has there been in America an unbroken succession of na¬ 
tional administrations without violence, but all of them—whether Fed¬ 
eralist or Jeffersonian, Whig or Jacksonian, conservative Republican or 
New Deal—have stayed within roughly the same broad frame of capital¬ 
ist power. In this sense one may say (perhaps with too much flipftess) 
that the system of class power has remained unchanged from the days 
of Cotton Mather to those of the Cotton Exchange, from General Wash¬ 
ington to General Eisenhower and General Motors, from Hamilton and 
Biddle to Alcoa and Du Pont. The revolution against England was 
accompanied, to be sure, by a social revolution in the sense that the 
feudal residues which had not been left behind in transit from Europe 
were wiped out. But when we speak of the American Revolution as a 
“social revolution,” we must not forget that while it was antimercantilist 
and (in the sense above) antifeudal, it was not anticapitalist. It did not 
aim at ousting one class from power and replacing it with another. Its 
language carried a far-reaching revolutionary potential in the social 
sense too. But while it embodied the emerging social thought of its day, 
it was followed by a Constitution which limited the potential revo¬ 
lutionary majority, and which protected funded property, landed 



42 


HERITAGE 


property, slave property, and business property. The frame of capitalist 
power was built within that scheme of thought and protectfbn. 

American history has, of course, had its major party battles, in the 
era of Jefferson, Jackson, Cleveland, Wilson, and Franklin Roosevelt- 
party battles which were notable because they also marked conflicts of 
class interest and shifts of class power. Yet it remains true that these 
battles were staged within roughly the same frame of power. Whatever 
the differences between Federalists and Jeffersonians, Whigs and Jack- 
sonians. Republicans and Populists, Old Guard and New Deal, they 
were differences within a common frame of social structure and capital¬ 
ist assumptions. Only in the Civil War was there a struggle between 
two economic and social systems, and the victory of one over the other. 
But Louis Ha/tz quite rightly observes that even the ‘‘great conservative 
reaction" of George Fitzhugh "died without impact on the mind of a 
nation." The liberal capitalist system of action, thought, and power 
remained in possession of the field.* 

What is the nature of this frame of power and the sources of its 
tenacity? A system of individualist small enterprise has been replaced 
largely by corporate capitalism, the individual’s freedom has been 
limited by Big Government and the “private governments" of Big 
Business and Big Labor, and a system of economic: incentives and con¬ 
trols once useful in expanding the frontiers and exploding the resources 
of a continent has had to adapt itself to meet the pace of a changing 
technology. Yet the hope for the career open to talents is still active in 
the American heart, and social mobility remains a reality in the vast 
middle reaches of the American class pyramid, even if at the top and 
bottom it continues relatively rigid. 

With a civilization as with a person, the wealth and power it pos¬ 
sesses count for less than the animating idea that possesses it. The 
American social system, when it was young, was filled with a great 
hope and an animating dream. But youth is never recapturable, and it 
is often indecent to protract it. A time comes when it is less important 
to be young than to be whole. No civilization can too long tolerate a 
cleavage between the professing rhetoric of its tradition and the pos¬ 
sessive force of its frame of power. 

The anthropologists point out that cultures are both fulfilling and 
frustrating. A functional view of any society will show that its priest¬ 
hood, its system of magic, its family institution, its ways of ownership 
and of leadership, operate as they do because they fulfill some strong drive 
in those who make up the society. If you take the view of a cultural 

* For a further discussion of the American social system as a system of capitalist 
assumptions, see Ch. V and Ch. VII. 
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anthropologist, you will see the other side of the functional shield: how 
repressive the major institutions are to the individuals in the society, 
damming their energies, stifling their creativeness, splitting their pur¬ 
poses. The fact is that cultures are bundles of conflicting and even 
contradictory tendencies. A living culture, however much it may strive 
to resolve its contradictions, retains the clashes of purpose, the over¬ 
lappings, and the sense of paradox of any living and growing organism. 

Nowhere is this truer than in a culture like the American. The con¬ 
servatives emphasize how stable the American tradition has been, and 
they are right. It has been open to change through the methods of 
majority will checked by minority right and power. It has achieved a 
variety of fulfillments for the dreams and ambitions of a variety of 
people. It has thus channeled off the energies which, in less flexible 
and more impoverished systems, have led to the European type of class 
struggles and to radical shifts of class power. 

But the spokesmen of the possessing groups forget that the American 
tradition was shaped as part of a revolutionary quest for the good life. 
Some of them want to use it now as a sedative against the fretful, sleep¬ 
less night of the modern world. They are like children who use any tool 
or plaything as a way of expressing their anxieties, a weapon with which 
to subdue the recalcitrant object before them. That is why the symbols 
of the heritage which the conservatives stress are the due-process concept, 
the weak state, the checks and divisions within the governmental powers, 
the system of federalism which divides power between the central govern¬ 
ment and the states and thus offers loopholes for escape from controls, 
the fear of bureaucracy, the belittling of “politics,” the boast of class 
lessness, the stress on “Americanism” as opposed to “foreign” influences. 
And that is why the values they stress are those of order, inequality, and 
the authority of the past, as against change, the guarantee of Social 
minima, and the claims of the future. That is also, finally, why the 
figures they invoke in the American tradition are those of John Adams, 
Daniel Webster, and John Calhoun. 

Usually this version of the tradition avoids the symbols of revolution, 
as though the conservative spokesmen felt that the fact of change in the 
world around them could be exorcised by silence about their own 
revolutionary past. Latterly thete has been an effort to make the “free- 
enterprise system” the center and sum of the American tradition. This 
obviously seeks to capitalize on the emotional value of the symbols of 
freedom when invoked in the cause of power, but it forgets that free 
enterprise was itself the product of a revolutionary movement, and that 
in the era of Jackson it w r as one of the slogans of the liberals. What hap¬ 
pened later in history was that "free enterprise” became the slogan of 
big enterprise, and the “free-enterprise economy” came to link the civil 
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liberties tradition with the economic power of a class. Behind the symbol 
of these freedoms is that of the Constitution itself, which guarantees 
them. Thus the equation becomes “Constitution equals Freedoms equals 
Frce-F.nterprise System.” and by easy stages a system of economic power 
becomes invested with the sanctity of the Constitution itself. In this 
sense the trappings of the tradition have become the shrewd ceremonial 
of the insecure spirit of the possessing classes. 

Unlike the Europeans, Americans have never turned traditionalism 
into a major political and social philosophy and a party movement. In 
Great Britain the 7 'ory thinkers and politicians built a great Conserva¬ 
tive movement But the history of the Continent has been disfigured by 
a peculiar amalgam of literary interpretation, religious passion, and 
teactionury lmsticism such as one finds in clerical writers like Bonald 
and De Maistie. in the “integral nationalism” school of Maurras, or in 
the “Piussian Socialism” of Spengler, not to speak of the racist writers. 
These European theories sought to convert traditionalism into an in 
tellcttual system which could serve as the base for a popular political 
movement. Since they had to work in a milieu of sharp class conscious¬ 
ness they sometimes directed their appeal to the declassed intellectuals, 
sometimes to the insecure middle class that wanted to identify with the 
faded feudal values of the past, sometimes even (as with the racists) to 
the formless mass of the lower classes. 

I hep’ have been no similar roots for a traditionalist movement in 
f .ueiii.t. The closest approach to a philosophy of traditionalism in 
.vmeiira has been in the romantic cult of the section-as-nation in Cal¬ 
houn's thought and George Fit/hugh’s, in the glorifying of a “natural 
aiistorracv” and the parading of democratic disasters by antimajoritarian 
writers like In mg Babbitt and Paul Elmer More, and in the jealous 
guatdianship of the property ttadition in the interests of business by a 
seties of champions from Daniel Webster through Robert A. Taft. 
Mme recentD Russell Kirk and a few other writers tried to evoke a 
"new conservatism” from a nostalgic hankering for the values of tradi¬ 
tion, loyalty, power, and order. Their passion fluttered the academic 
dovecots for a passing moment, as the Southern agrarians had done in 
the 1920s. In a more moderate vein, writers like Clinton Rossiter, 
August Heckscher, and Peter Viereck tried to chart out a very different 
kind of "New Conservative" traditionalism: they had made their peace 
with the New-Deal-as-history and with modern American society, but 
they put more store by the centuries of past experience* than by the 
urgencies of the present. Yet no political movements and no theorist 
and political leader of the stature of Calhoun emerged to convert these 
varied fumblings into something meaningful and powerful. 
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It is worth noting that when American traditionalists seek an in¬ 
tellectual authority on which to build, many of them turn to Burke, 
Disraeli, and Winston Churchill, attracted by the tradition of an 
aristocracy which had cohesion and perspective and kept itself free of 
contact with the parvenu mercantile class. A few are now willing to 
invoke as patron saints the spokesmen of American business and 
property—John Adams and Marshall, Hamilton and Webster, Grant 
and Choate and Mark Hanna, William Graham Sumner and Andrew 
Carnegie, J. P. Morgan, John D. Rockefeller, and Elihu Root. In the 
British case there were at least two ordered elites—the Lords Spiritual 
who were invested with spiritual sanctions in a state-supported Church, 
and the Lords Temporal who w-ere a landed aristocracy with inherited 
status—neither of whit h the American case possesses. Nor does America 
possess the aristocratic arbiters of the Continent who dictated conduct 
and morals for the rest o{ the population. Thus in the anxious quest 
for some cementing force for a Good Society, the American traditionalists 
find themselves tempted to go outside the American tradition. 

Another trouble with the chronic invokers of the conservative Ameri¬ 
can tradition is that there is a deep split between the intellectuals of 
the group who shape the conservative philosophies and the political lead¬ 
ers who shape the conservative policies. With leaders like Theodore 
Roosevelt and Wendell Willkic the conservative intellectuals found 
common ground, as they did with judges like Charles Evans Hughes and 
administrators like Frederick Stimson. But the kind of teamplay the 
liberal intellectuals achieved with the politicians under Roosevelt's 
New Deal and Truman’s Fair Deal, or the sympathy the "eggheads" 
touncl with Acllai Stevenson and with the large number of liberal 
Democratic Senators, is one for which the conservative intellectuals 
hanker fruitlessly. Disdaining the optimism, the cult of progress, the 
reliance on man’s rationality, and the easy cliches of many of the liberals, 
and recoiling from the primitivism of the new radical Right (a more 
powerful movement than that of the "new conservatives") they find 
themselves rootless and homeless. 

They leel thus also because they have no major tradition in American 
history to fall back upon. The doctrine of elites chosen by Divine 
Right to rule others, the pessimist doctrines of human sin and depravity, 
the fear of rapid change, the image of a hierarchical society in which 
cadi man knows and holds to the privileges and duties that attach to 
his place- these represent a minor, not a major, strain in the American 
tradition. The mam current of the tradition, including even some of 
the Fcdetalist and Whig figures as well as Jeffersonian, Jacksonian, and 
New Deal, is Lockean, optimist, libertarian, anti hierarchical, fluid, dy¬ 
namic. 
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There can be no better proof of this than a hard look at the strongest 
oligarchy America has had—that of the business and managerial group. 
I call it an oligarchy rather than an aristocracy, as De Tocqutville did, 
because birth and inheritance play less of a role rti it than energy and 
resourcefulness. “Fame and success,” said Samuel E. Morison, "await 
one who will make a fresh distillation of our entire history with the 
conservative tradition acting as a leaven.” He was calling, in short, for 
someone who would take the Beards’ Rise of American Civilization and 
turn it upside down, or who would follow up on the cry of Henry 
Cabot Lodge and Albert Beveridge that “the Democrats are always 
wrong.” 

Someday some young conservative historian will perhaps do it. Or, 
even better, he may follow the suggestion of Elisha Douglas that the 
Puritan tradition led to a “secularized Puritanism” which found ex¬ 
pression in the tradition of stewardship by an elite of wisdom, viitue, 
and education. If he emphasizes the later business conservatism—that of 
acquisition rather than values—he will find that the tradition of Ameri¬ 
can business is drastically different from the aristocracies and oligarchies 
of Europe: that it is based on Locke’s conception both of property and 
of civil government, that it is buoyantly optimistic, that it out-liberals 
the liberals in its belief in progress, that its passion is not for order but 
for production and profit records, that it cares less for hierarchy than for 
power, that it is always in revolution because it is always being churned 
up in its goals and methods by technological changes which in large 
measure it begets, that its morality rarely rises above the moral stand¬ 
ards of the rest of the society, that its creed is not integrity but ac¬ 
quisitiveness, not moderation but go-gettism and dynamism. 

In any event it would be healthy for American conservatives to re¬ 
appraise the elements in the American tradition that attract them most, 
including a fresh look at the leadership qualities and administrative 
ability of George Washington, the brilliance of John Adams and John 
Randolph, the nation-building genius of Hamilton and Marshall, the 
innate moderation of Lincoln, and even (as Richard Hofstadter points 
out) the conservative core in men like Theodore Roosevelt and Wood- 
row Wilson. It would be productive for them to follow the lead of 
historians like Nevins and Hacker and make an effort to refurbish the 
reputations of the "Robber Barons”* and to see the big business corpo¬ 
ration as one of the organic units of American history. They would find 
that there are an endless number of points at which the major liberal 
and minor conservative strands in the American tradition converge and 
are interwoven, that the American welfare corporation offers them a 

• For a discussion of the Nevins thesis on business history, see Ch. V, Sec. 9. "The 
Rise and Decline of the 1 itan." 
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better, base to build on than the European aristocracies, that the best 
products of the American aristocracy from Jefferson to Franklin Roose¬ 
velt to Adlai Stevenson and Averell Harriman have found their self- 
expression in leading mass progressive movements, and that the ideas of 
dynamism and of welfare (the welfare corporation, welfare trade-union, 
welfare state) are common elements that run through American history, 
whether viewed by conservatives or liberals.* 

Americans will not respond to a stick-in-the-mud creed of traditional¬ 
ism that cherishes the past as a way of shutting out the facts and tasks 
of the present. The American spirit is inclusive rather than exclusive, 
optimistic rather than fear-ridden, dynamic rather than obsessed with 
order and hierarchy. 


7 . American Dynamism. 

Thus the broadest and most inclusive approach to the American tradi¬ 
tion would put the emphasis on its dynamism. This makes the tradition 
something other than a thin apologia for a “democratic totalitarianism" 
that would break with history, or an effort to cover oligarchical power 
with the trappings of the American past. American dynamism has been 
gradualist, continuous, persistent. It has always transcended the past in 
the process of incorporating it. As Nietzsche put it: “The verdict of 
the past is always an oracle: only as architects of the future, as knowers 
of the present, will you understand it.” American history vindicates 
this insight into the nature of a dynamic civilization. 

This dynamism cannot be chastely selective, with its elements chosen 
or rejected on the basis of class outlook and political belief. Some seek 
the dynamism of America only in the history of the democratic idea, 
others only in the history of American properly and capitalism. Some seek 
it only on the farm or frontier, or only in the factory, only at the grass 
roots or only in the city, only in the quest for profits or only in the 
crusade against the profit system, only in American world leadership or 
only in the struggles on the domestic front. Some seek it only in litera¬ 
ture and art and the works of the American elite mind, and others only 
in popular culture. 

The fact is that the American experience has operated in every area. 
There has been the dynamism of the pioneer and the mechanic, the 
independent farmer and the tr.ide-union worker; of the toolmaker, the 
inventor, the financier. There has been the dynamism of the "company 
men"—the managers, the factory organizers, the salesmen who have 

* See also the treatment of conservatism, radicalism, and liberalism in Ch. X, Sec. 
t, “American Thought: the Angle of Vision.’* 
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made the irrepressible practical imagination of Americans world- 
famous. There has been the dynamism of the engineering mind, whether 
in technology or in the "social engineering ’ of law or public health, 
social work or social legislation. There has been the dynamism of the 
pamphleteer, the political leader, the intellectual who saw with clarity 
and wrote with courage, the government administrator who worked 
r>n blueprints for river-valley development and the charting of new 
patterns for community life. There has been the dynamism of the men 
of business power whose resourcefulness and single-mindedness gave 
them economic mastery in a political democracy; and there has been 
also the dynamism of the insurgent movements of mass democracy, the 
successive and irresistible pulsations of a democratic will that has 
challenged the oligarchs and set limits to their power. 

There is an often quoted passage in the letter Walt Whitman sent to 
Emerson with Leaves of Grass: "Master, I am a man who has perfect 
faith. Master, we have not come through centuries, caste, heroisms, 
fables, to halt in this land today." One could not find a better summary 
of American dynamism. 

What crucial elements in the American experience gave it this 
quality? There was the fact of a fresh start, with rich resources, by 
men who carried with them a passion for freedom and an aversion 
to authoritarianism. There w'as the vast expanse of a continent, lending 
a largeness of outlook to those who lived on it. There was the richness 
of racial and ethnic mixture which is part of a larger pluralism in Ameri¬ 
can life—a pluralism not only of stock but of regional environments, of 
Federal political units, of economic forms, and of religious sects. There 
was a system of opportunity that gave scope to the energies of its young 
people and managed tolerably to give work its opportunity, aspiration 
its outlet, talent its stimulus, and ability its reward. There was an op¬ 
timistic view of American prospects and a tough concreteness of out¬ 
look that judged ideas and values by their results. There was, finally, 
the idea of equality which, in spite of economic obstructions, educa¬ 
tional discriminations, and the distorting hatreds of racism, was kept 
alive as the ruling passion of American life. 

These—the expanse of space, the mixture of race, the pluralism of 
region and religion, the fresh start, the release of energies, the access 
to opportunity, the optimism and pragmatism of a society in motion, 
the passion for equality—were the crucial shaping forces of the American 
heritage. 

Throughout American history new forces have been at work trans¬ 
forming the specific shapes the heritage has taken. One can trace four 
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periods which were the seedbeds of what is most viable in the American 
tradition. 

The first was the period of revolution and consolidation, from the 
1770s through 1800, when the American people went beyond discontent 
to revolution and beyond revolution to national unity. The second was 
the period of the 1830s and 1840s, when a frontier exuberance combined 
with a developing industrialism, an emerging workers’ movement, a full 
consciousness of nationality, a radical democratic impulse, and a literary 
Renaissance to produce the classic (“Jacksonian”) phase of a democracy’s 
early strength. The third was the period roughly from 1890 to 1910, 
when capitalist industrialism reached its high point before it became a 
corporate bureaucrat y, when the great waves oi immigration brought 
new energies to American shores, when rural ways of thought were 
merged with new urban ways of life to produce the characteristic 
American middle class amalgam, w hen the sweep of Populism set new 
sights for Americans and the try for "reform” and "social justice” re¬ 
newed the ecjualilaiian impulse. 

The fourth is the contemporary period of the "Big Change” in Ameri¬ 
can society which concerns us in this sludv, starting with the New Deal 
in 1933 and continuing through the turbulent years of the war and the 
postwar period. This was a quarter century during which Americans 
transformed their family structure, population growth, suburbs, energy 
resoui 1 es, mechani/.uion, corporations, trade-unions, class structure, and 
mass media almost beyond recognition. It was the period of sprouting 
babies and autos, of atomic encigy lor war and peace, of the automatic 
faitotv, of the new' middle (lasses, of crowded universities, of TV elec¬ 
tions, of stock-market boom and high taxes and skyrocketing incomes 
which cveiyone lived beyond. It was also a period when Amer. ans dis- 
(overed that they could surmount the sharpest economic crises and build 
a viable economy regaidless of the labels of “socialist" or "capitalist," 
and that their democratic destiny could be fulfilled only in a world 
framework. 

This does not mean that the elements of the earlier tradition were 
wholly left behind. Perhaps because of their English heritage, perhaps 
because Americans learned through everyday experience the meaning of 
St. Paul's injunction, “Piove all things and hold fast to that which 
is good," their dynamism has been a gradualist one. Individualism— 
the most vaunted and celebrated of American attitudes—no longer exists 
in its classic economic form, but the individual’s welfare remains for 
most the test of social striving: Americans understand that w'hile the 
wxial means must be collec tive the end product must be the fulfillment 
of the individual life. The same sort of change, to take another example 
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has taken place in traditional antistatism: the idea of a weak state was 
necessarily replaced by one that can govern in a turbulent world, but 
Americans retain their suspicion of concentrated power, whether in 
government, corporation, or trade-union. Though they know power 
must be there to be exercised, they insist on administering it wherever 
possible within a frame of safeguards and within an autonomous unit. 

When I make dynamism so central in American tradition I am aware 
that it is a concept which carries its dangers. Walter P. Webb has traced 
the origins of modern Western dynamism to tire boom effects of the 
opening of the New World frontiers upon the “metropolis” of the 
settled areas. The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were the cen¬ 
turies ot the Great Hope in the Western world, when progress w'as 
taken for granted, anything was possible, and nothing was excluded 
from human goals. In the end this elan led in Europe and Asia to the 
totalitarian view that nothing was excluded from human means either. 
History became, in Hitler’s terms, “the art of the impossible”—a phrase 
which turned out to include the techniques of genocide. Recoiling from 
these prospects, American thought has recently tended toward the 
pessimist view of human nature expressed by Reinhold Niebuhr. As 
sensitive a political thinker as Walter Lippnrann, who had once flirted 
with Socialism and called for "mastery” rather than “drift,” now took 
over the Oiicntal conception of society as governed by a set of moral 
imperatives which were the “mandate of Heaven.” 

However persuasive these anxieties, they did not express the energies 
of the American spirit, which remained genet ally dynamic. 'T rue, there 
have been stretches, especially during depiessions or in periods of 
danger lor internal freedom, when large numbers of Americans were 
assailed by doubts about the reality of the America they had believed 
in. Yet even in crisis or stagnation most Americans persisted in their 
image of America as an unfinished country in which history was the 
art of the possible, but in which the possible, by experience, seemed 
to stretch farther than anywhere else. That is why they have continued 
—rightly or wrongly—to sec their own country as a model which other 
peoples are bound in the end to follow. 

Since the beginning there have been two crucial images in the Ameri¬ 
can mind. One is that of the self-reliant craftsman, whether pioneer, 
farmer, or mechanic—the man who could make something of the 
American resources, apply his strength ancl skill to Nature's abundance, 
fashion new tools and machines, imagine and carry through new con¬ 
structions. Without taking himself overscriously, the American has 
generally regarded the great engineering, business, and governmental 
tasks as jobs to be done, agenda for the craftsman. 
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The second has been an image from the American environment: that 
.of a vast continent to be discovered, explored, cleared, built up, popu¬ 
lated, energized; which has not excluded the image of a continent to be 
rifled, despoiled, much of it wasted, for there has been an enormous 
margin of waste. Scott Fitzgerald has called this continental image “the 
last and greatest of all human dreams; for a transitory enchanted mo 
ment man must have held his breath in the presence of this continent, 
compelled into an aesthetic contemplation he neither understood nor 
desired, face to face for the last time in history with something com¬ 
mensurate to his capacity for wonder.” 

But not v I think, for the last time. Part of the American heritage i» 
the spirit that hates a cribbed confinement. In a world whose dimen 
sions have shrunk so that the urgencies of possible breakdown and 
world suicide have come closing in like the walls in "The Pit and the 
Pendulum,” the American will not tolerate the fate of being boxed in, 
like a trapped rat. He will somehow break free, even if the new in¬ 
dependence he must win is an independence from vested power groups 
within and the thteat of world anarchy without, even if the new fed¬ 
eralism he must help construct is that of an expanse of diverse social 
systems held within the frame of an open world society.* 

• For the further development o! this theme, see Ch. XII, Sec. 3 , “National Interest 
and an Open World.” 
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IN WHICH, after having looked at the meaning of American history, we take 
a look at the central idea of the book—the idea that America is best seen as a 
total civilization pattern—and grapple with some of the difficulties involved in 
it. In the process the reader is taken on some excursions to explore the terrain 
of cultural anthropology, the newer psychologies, and the philosophy of history, 
seeking clues to the "Figure in the Carpet." We pay our respects to the conde¬ 
scensions of Spengler and Toynbee, among others ("Is America a Civilization?") 
and try to draw a portrait—the portrait of the American as the " Arche¬ 
typal Man of the West’’ who has focused the characteristic energies of the mod¬ 
ern world. We review what the leading foreign and American commentators 
have done in trying to isolate what gives America whatever distinctiveness it has 
(“American Exceplionalism”), and end b-y pointing out that there is no single 
key to the “American spirit" or the “American character," but a pattern of 
polar and often conflicting impulses ("Single Key—or Polar Pattern ?"). 

The reader is warned that the going is hard here and the ground treacherous. 
He may want to move rapidly and lightly over it and perhaps return to it after 
he has read Chapter IX, "Character and Society,’’ or at the end of the book. 
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CHAPTER II 


The Idea of American 
Civilization 


j. Figure in the Carpet 

S OME of my readers, reflecting on the title I have given this book, may 
ask why I choose to call America a civilization, and whether Americans 
or any other highly technological people are in reality "civilized.” This 
may be prompted by the prevailing view that in a world which may 
run amuck with nuclear weapons man has himself become a prehistoric 
monster scuttling across the floor of primitive seas, and his civilization a 
grim kind ol joke. 

The trouble with the term civilization is that it has been badly mauled 
and its meaning twisted. Sometimes it is used to mean that a particular 
society is urbane and mature, relatively free of the irrational Serpent 
m the rational Garden of Eden. In that sense there has never been a 
truly (ivili/ed people except in the literature of the imaginary voyages 
and the Utopian romances. There is a second sense in which politicians 
and editorial writers use the term as a “we or they” bludgeon against 
the enemy, whether in war or cold war. We have so often heard that 
"civilization is at stake” in the outcome of some struggle, martial or 
diplomatic, that we may well wish the wretched term disposed of for¬ 
ever. This is how Mark Twain felt about Western civilization at the 
time of the Boer War, when he said, "My idea of our civilization is that 
it is a shabby poor thing and full of cruelties, vanities, arrogancies, 
meannesses, and hypocrisies. As lor the word, T hate the sound of it, for 
it conveys a lie; and as for the thing itself, I wish it was in Hell, where 
it belongs.” But he hastens to add: " Provided we could get something 
better in the place of it. . . . Poor as it is it is better than real savagery.” 
These inner tortures of Matk Twain, so much like the splits in intellec¬ 
tuals today, are further evidence that civilization as a concept must be 
extricated from emotional distortions and used objectively. 

America as a democracy has had its impact on the world, and from 
Alexis de Tocquevillc to Harold Laski most of the foreign observers 
have written about it from that angle. But while democracy is still 
America's most important idea and ideal, it is no longer—as it was in 
De Tocqueville’s time or even in Bryce’s—a novelty to be explained to 
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the world or an experiment whose implications need to be spelled out. 
We must shift the focus of study from the master idea of democracy to 
a more inclusive and meaningful one. Anyone using democracy as the 
be-all and end-all of America, as the final test of everything in the 
culture, is bound to emerge (as Laski did in The American Democracy) 
with an irretrievable fault line between the rhetoric of democracy and 
the actualities of American life. We tend to forget that, by the world 
at large, America is being assessed not just as a democracy but in its total 
impact as a civilization. 

Thus one can begin to shift the focus of American analysis from de¬ 
mocracy only, from capitalism only, from a standardized and materialist 
machine civilization only, from popular culture only, or from foreign 
policy only, to the total American civilization pattern. 

Fortunately the social sciences have reached the stage where such a 
shift of focus has become possible. We have moved beyond both politi¬ 
cal man and economic man, and beyond both the political and eco¬ 
nomic segments of the culture. Just as the new approaches to psychology 
and philosophy are helping us study the total person, so anthropology 
and social theory in its broadest sense are helping us understand the 
total culture, and the studies “on the growing edge” of the social 
sciences are focusing on the relation of culture and personality. Much 
of the meaningful recent work has been done on this “edge"—on the 
borders between the established disciplines, or by people using the tech¬ 
niques of several of them who have contributed major insights to make 
the study of the whole American civilization pattern possible. 

The first is the culture concept, largely derived from the anthropolo¬ 
gists who discovered that every people, no matter how primitive, had 
an organic culture. What they found was that a primitive people had its 
literature, even if only a body of folklore; had its science, even if only 
a system of magic; had its religion, even if only the worship and 
propitiation of idols; had its moral and legal system, even if only a set 
of tribal customs and sanctions. By observing the tcsults of the contact 
of “higher” and "lower" cultures, our generation has learned what 
happens when a primitive people is “helped” or “uplifted” by one of 
the imperial peoples. The effect of such culture contacts on the Ameri¬ 
can Indians or on the South Sea peoples is well known in Western 
literature. But its full meaning was not clear until the French sociologist 
Durkheim developed the concept of “anomie”—the collapse of tradi¬ 
tional norms and values in a culture or a segment of it; and until 
anthropologists like Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown developed a 
"functional” approach to the traits of primitive cultures. What emerged 
from their work, and especially from that of Ruth Benedict and 
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Margaret Mead, was the key idea that cultures are organic patterns to 
be treated as living wholes. This does not mean that such practices as 
child sacrifice or the disfigurement of women arc justified by any func¬ 
tion they may perform after they have been pushed beyond the point 
of value to the culture. But it does mean that institutions cannot be 
lifted out and displaced or replaced without jolting the rest, and must 
be set in the perspective of the whole culture before their meaning can 
be understood. 

It only needed a reverse twist to turn this idea of the organic primitive 
culture back again to the contemporary nonprimilive ones. The in¬ 
sights that the anthropologists gained in studying the Eskimos, Bantu, 
or Melanesians illumined American and European societies too. The 
"anthropology of modern life" involved a fresh look at contemporary 
cultures as organic patterns, each with unique and characteristic fea¬ 
tures, yet each using certain social methods and fulfilling certain life 
purposes common to all human societies. The recent “cross-cultural” 
studies have sought to find common denominators between cultures, but 
the deeper truth is the wholeness of each culrure in itself, primitive and 
modern alike. 

Inevitably modern psychiatry got into the picture, to furnish the 
second major insight, and theorists argued hotly about the relative 
met its of the "psychological" and the “cultural’’ approaches. But the 
seatch for the roots of personality distui bailees was bound to lead 
beyond the individual life history to the culture as a whole. Students 
and practitioneis alike found that they could not understand the total 
person without setting him in the total culture and seeing the relation 
of his needs and burdens to the common drives and purposes within the 
culture. This search for the conditions of individual mental health led 


logically to a quest for the roots of cultural unhealth and dislocation. 
In the area of child-raising and the dislocations of family life, in the 
persistent outcroppings of juvenile delinquency, in the study of sexual 
behavior, of religion, and of economic competition, we have not only 
learned things about the social conditioning of the individual’s inner 
life but indirectly about the cidture as a whole. 

The historians too—especially those who are philosophers of history 
—have provided the third major insight through their study of whole 
civilizations and of their rhythms of growth and decline. Arnold Toyn¬ 


bee studied "societies” or 


“civilizations” with certain tidal uniformities 


of rise and decay. His predecessor, Oswald Spengler, had seen the 
Egyptian, classical, Chinese, and Western societies in semibiological 
terms, tracing their rise and fall as one might trace the life history of 
plants. Both of them had at least one truth by the tail: the cultures 
men live in are not filing cases or collections of bits and pieces but 
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organic wholes to be studied as such in the fluctuations of their energies 
and fortunes, in their actions and passions, their norms, institutions, 
striving, failure and achievement. The enduring work of these philoso¬ 
phers of history may prove to lie less in their discovery of*any “laws" 
of history than in their dogged assumption that civilizations like western 
Europe, Russia, Islam, India, China, America, had a life to live and a 
death to endure, each with a heart and will and personality of its own. 
The philosophers of history may thus be seen as poets trying to find 
ways to present through symbols the inner-civilization style of his¬ 
torical peoples. 

But no civilization pattern can be grasped as a whole unless the 
figure-in-the-carpet is somehow traced. The philosopher tries to do it by 
uncovering basic symbolic ways of life. Nietzsche, for example, used 
his studies in the origins of Greek tragedy to develop the idea of 
the Dionysian and Apollonian civilization styles. Spengler, who learned 
as much from Nietzsche as he did from Goethe, took the Faustus 
symbol as the key to modern Western man. Toynbee, who learned 
from both as also from Jung and the theologians, saw the figure-in-the- 
carpet as embodying the racial and cultural unconscious and therefore 
the whole buried history of social and emotional experience. Less con¬ 
cerned than Spengler with assigning a principle and name^to each of 
the great civilizations, Toynbee looked for recurring patterns of be¬ 
havior in all of them which would uncover the persistent riddle of rise 
and fall—and he emerged mainly with a bundle of poetic and religious 
insights. 


2. Is America a Civilization? 

Where does America fit into this picture? Almost without excep¬ 
tion the great theories of history find no room for any concept of 
America as a civilization in its own right. 

Since Spengler’s purpose was to show the West on the downward arc 
of the life-history curve, he placed the West of his own day 2t a point 
on the arc parallel to where the Roman world was in the days of the 
shattering Imperial wars. In both cases (as Spengler saw it) the springtime 
creativeness of the folk-mind had dried up, the roots and traditions 
of the land had been replaced by the rootlessncss of “megalopolis,” the 
early class system of aristocracy, clergy, and peasants had been pushed 
aside first by a middle class with its money materialism and then by 
a proletariat, and the world struggle had set the stage for the emergence 
of a world empire under a succession of Caesars. 

Given this scheme, one might expect Spengler to have been struck by 
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its terrifying relevance to the case of America, yet he himself hesitated 
to make it explicit. His American disciples (see E. F. Dakin, Today and 
History) went the whole way, seeing America as the only possible Rome 
of today, fated to produce its Caesars and to thrust at a world imperium. 
But in Spengler’s thinking the role of Rome was to be played by the 
Germans. Writing between World Wars I and II, he was still unable 
to see America as much more than a truncated morphological specimen 
that didn’t quite fit into his theory of the rhythms of culture and 
civilization. America for Spcngler was a derivative civilization—only an 
offshoot, perhaps an excrescence, of the West. 

Toynbee too made summary shrift of America as a civilization. In 
his bold image of the “cliff-hangers,” to describe man’s painful pil¬ 
grimage through six thousand years of human history, he lists only five 
civilizations (out of nineteen or twenty-one) as still active—the West¬ 
ern, orthodox Christian, Islamic, Hindu, and Far Eastern civilizations. 
Since his units were bioadly delimited by religion, geography, tech¬ 
nology, he included in Western civilization the world shaped at once by 
Roman and Protestant Christianity and by the techniques of modern 
industrialism. His discussions of America arc of a nation-state on the 
margin of this tivili/ation, an arid latecomer in the history of Western 
Christian industrial society—affected with all the latter-day scars and 
curses of that society without many discernible graces to offset them. 

In taking issue with Spcngler and Toynbee, I am not arguing for a 
chauvinist view of America as the source and center of Western civiliza¬ 
tion. But it is worth asking whether we must deal with America always 
as a fragment of a larger civilization unit whose creative center is as¬ 
signed elsewhere. It is unfair even to Europe to make something called 
the “West" the great isolable unit: for as the initiative in technology 
and in economic and military power shifts steadily across the Atlantic, 
there is danger of Europe’s being dismissed as only a tributary of 
American civilization. Malraux rightly argues for the concept of “Eu¬ 
ropean man," although he recognizes the ties of Europe w-ith America; 
similarly, recognizing the ties of America with Europe, one can argue 
for America as a civilization. 

For good or ill, America is what it is—a culture in its own right, with 
many characteristic lines of power and meaning of its own, ranking with 
Greece and Rome as one of the great distinctive civilizations of history. 

Actually the American historians have been working in practice on a 
premise which the social thinkers were unwilling to admit in theory. 
Charles and Mary Beard, in their classic history The Rise of American 
Civilization, used the term “civilization” quite deliberately for the whole 
emerging pattern of thought, action, and aspiration. As they wrote 
nicer, “No idea, such as democracy, liberty, or the American way of life, 
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expresses the American spirit so coherently, comprehensively, or sys¬ 
tematically as does the idea of civilization.” 

I must pause here for a note on the meaning of several crucial terms 
as I shall be using them. I use the idea of American civilization as the 
master theme of this book instead of "democracy” (De Tocqueville, 
Laski) or "commonwealth” (Bryce), which are too narrowly political; 
or "character” (Gorer, Ricsman), which refers too directly to personality 
structure. There remain the broad terms, "culture” and "society,” 
which have a body of common meaning with “civilization.” Spengler 
called the earlier seasonal phases of germination and bloom "culture,” 
and the season of dry winter-hardening “civilization”; but that was his 
own peculiar scheme. Some American social thinkers use “civilization” 
for the total institutional means whereby a people seeks to achieve the 
ends which are implied in "culture.” This is suggestive, yet means and 
ends, institutions and values, frame and content, are always connected 
in a two-way relation: it is difficult to say that the courthouse in which 
a marriage is licensed or a criminal tried is part of Arnctican civilization, 
but that the marriage beliefs or the legal system belong to American 
culture. 

America is at once culture and civilization, and society as well. The 
terms refer to different aspects of the same whole rather than to differ¬ 
ent segments of it. “Culture” has been used by anthropologists since 
E. B. Tylor’s famous definition of it: "that complex whole which in¬ 
cludes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capa¬ 
bilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.” More re¬ 
cently, in the sense defined by Kluckhohn and Kelly as "a historically 
derived system of explicit and implicit designs for living which tend 
to be shared by all or specially designated membets of a group,” it has 
become the key term of the social sciences. I use it to mean the matrix 
of American living, the stuff of life that is transmitted, learned, and re¬ 
learned, with the stress on the “designs for living”—the norms and be¬ 
liefs and all the curious and twisted shapes they take. I use “society” 
to put the emphasis elsewhere: on the common structure of American 
living, on the group units within which it clusters (family, club, gang, 
neighborhood, town, suburb, army, school, church), and on the relations 
between them. Thus "society” refers to the total group and institutional 
framework, and the processes of living together and being knit together 
within it as socii or members of the same commonalty. 

I use “civilization” as my broadest concept. When.a culture—which is 
the set of blueprints for a society—has grown highly complex and has 
cut a wide swath in history and in the minds of men, one looks for a 
term more highly charged with the overtones of these meanings 
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"Civilization” is such a term. One thinks of the civilizations of Greece 
and Rome, of China and Britain, of the Aztec-Mayan civilization, of 
India, of Renaissance Italy, of Spain and France, of Russia and America. 
They differ from the archaic cultures of, let us say, the Bushmen or 
Pygmies or the Andaman Islanders because each of them at some 
phase of its history has been a great going concern leaving a deep im¬ 
print on the human consciousness, a scar on men’s minds. They had a 
way of life and a world view that have become deeply part of human 
experience. 

I believe this to be true of America. It is likely that historians will 
look back on American life and see it—with its truths and errors, its 
callownesses and obsessions and insights, its childishness and its power 
—as one of the memorable civilizations of history. Whoever wants to 
convey this sense of the total pattern and total impact in canvassing 
the actions and strivings and passions of America may well fall back on 
the idea of American civilization. 


5 . Archetypal Man of the West 

Commentators on American traits delight in quoting De Creve- 
coeur’s classic remark that "the American is a new man who acts 
on new principles.” One should add that while the American was a 
noxnis homo when De Crevecoeur wrote his Letters from an American 
Farmer toward the end of the eighteenth century, he is no longer so in 
the mid-twentieth. He is no longer an experiment, he has been proved 
a success, by evety standard of wealth, glitter, prestige, freedom, and 
power. Wherever history pours tresh molten metal, in industrial achieve¬ 
ment, living standards, and political freedom, inevitably it makes him at 
least in part the mold. The American has become the “New World man” 
- the archetypal man of the West. 

For an American to write thus may seem too boastful, yet I try to 
write it as if I were not American but a detached observer noting a new 
phenomenon. Americans are not loved in the world today, although they 
deeply desire affection. In the countries of color there is a good deal of 
suspicion of them, and even some hatred. In the older civilizations of 
Europe there is a kind of patronizing contempt which passes for anti- 
Americanism. Throughout the world there is a fear of the current Ameri¬ 
can stress on arms and money. Yet it remains true that the principal 
imperialism the American exercises is the imperialism of attraction. If 
he is not admired, he is envied; and even his enemies and rivals pay him 
the homage of imitation. People throughout the world turn almost as by 
a tropism to the American image. To be American is no longer to be 
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only a nationality. It has become, along with Communism and in 
rivalry with it, a key pattern of action and values. 

So summary a conquest of the world’s imagination, never before 
achieved without arms and colonization, is proof of an injier harmony 
between America and the modern spirit. It is because of this harmony 
that America has acted as a suction force, drawing from everywhere 
people attuned to its basic modes of life. The migration to America, 
from the start, of capital and of human labor and talent, was followed 
by the migration from America of capital, talent, economic and military 
strength. Both migrations, to and from America, have multiplied its in¬ 
fluence. Having absorbed the world’s strength to form its own, America 
has been fusing its own strength with the world’s. 

There has been from the start a marriage of true minds between the 
American and the type-man of the modern era, the New Wot Id man. To 
the question, wonderfully put in 1782 by De Crevecoeur in his American 
Farmer, "What then is the American, this new man?" De Tocqueville 
sought an answer on his visit in the 1830s. The greatness of his book lay 
at least partly in its portrayal of a young civilization in which incipient 
European forces could reach their climactic form. In America the main 
trends of tendency that were dammed up in Europe itself were to find 
expression. As Robert Payne has put it, "America is Europe with all the 
walls down.” Although I have insisted that America is a definable civi¬ 
lization in itself, it first emerged as an offshoot from the larger entity of 
the West which was seeking a New World form. The American is thus 
the concentrated embodiment of Western man, more sharply delineated, 
developed under more urgent conditions, but with most of the essential 
traits present. 

Consider some of these traits. I am trying here to describe, not the 
American alone, but a type which has cropped up all over Europe as 
well since the Reformation and the rise of science.* 

He is mobile, restless. He has largely broken with status and moves 
more freely than Old World man moved up and down the ladder of 
wealth and class rank, as he moved over large areas, conquering space. 
He rifles the sciences as he opens up the continents, quenchless in his 
thirst for experience. He is this-worldly and not otherworldly, with a 

* I have in mind, although I have not strictly followed, some of the delineations of 
modern Western man by Mumford, Huizinga, Toynbee, Ortega y Gasset, Alfonso 
Reyes. The best recent treatment is in Lewis Mumford, The Transformations of 
Man (1956), appearing after this book was finished. It gives remarkable portraits of 
Old World Man, New World Man, and the monstrous “Post-Historic Man" which is a 
projection of tendencies present in both American and Russian civilization. I deal with 
these tendencies, and with both the portent and promise of the future in Ch. XII, 
"America As a World Power," especially Sec. 7, "The Destiny of a Civilization." 
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sharp sense of time and its uses: the objects of his ambition are secular 
ratherthan sacred. Accustomed to thinking in terms of the attainable, he 
is optimistic, with a belief in progress and a respect for technical skills 
and material success. He is homo faber, stamping his imprint on prod¬ 
ucts and on machines that make products and on machines that run ma¬ 
chines, and increasingly in the same spirit on art and ideas. He believes 
in whatever can be touched, grasped, measured. He is a technical man, 
whose absorption is not with to what good but with how. He is non¬ 
ascetic, with a taste for comfort and a belief that the means, if not the 
goal, of life are found in a higher living standard. 

He is Vhomme moyen sensuel, not too finicky in his sexual life about 
caste or class lines or about rigid standards of virtue. Hungering for a 
sense of personal worth, he is torn between the materialisms he can 
achieve and the feeling of wholeness which eludes him. He has a dis¬ 
quieting sense that the old gods too have eluded him and wonders when 
the new ones will arrive. Yet, unlike men of previous ages, it is not salva¬ 
tion he is after, nor virtue, nor saintliness, nor beauty, nor status. He is an 
amoral man of energy, mastery, and power. Above all else, he is a man 
for whom the walls have been broken down. He is the double figure in 
Marlowe, of Tamerlane and Dr. Faustus, the one sweeping like a foot¬ 
loose barbarian across the plains to overleap the barriers of earlier civi¬ 
lizations, the other breaking the taboos against knowledge and experi¬ 
ence, even at the cost of his soul. 

For this modern man the world has not yet become one world, and as 
the contemporary tensions attest, some time will elapse before it does. 
Yet what is likely to count in this direction is less the outlook of the 
diplomats than of the new geographers who complete the work of the 
cartographers of the Renaissance. Being technical men, they turn the 
globe around every possible way, but basically theirs is the airman’s view 
for whom political boundaries are minor, and the heavens arch over 
them to be pierced and the earth stretches out to be engirded by flight. 
For the airman, racial boundaries do not exist either: what he sees from 
the air is not the color of men but how well the fields are laid out and 
irrigated and cultivated, what has been done in uncovering and using 
Nature’s resources, what chimneys and spires are the witnesses of indus¬ 
try and culture, what clusters of community life there are in villages, 
cities, metropolitan areas. This was the glimpse that Wendell Willkie 
had—that despite divergences of economic systems, of race and color and 
language and social structure, the world is compassable, interdependent, 
organic. 

Thus the great themes of the Renaissance and Reformation are ful¬ 
filled in the American as the archetypal modern man—the discovery of 
new areas, the charting of the skies, the lure of power, the realization of 
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self in works, the magic of science, the consciousness of the individual, 
the sense of the unity of history. These are the themes that have left their 
mark on modern man. Perceiving this, Wyndham Lewis said of America 
that “the logic of the geographical position and history of the U.S. leads 
. . . to the ultimate formation of a society that will not be as other so¬ 
cieties, but an epitome of all societies." He had in mind specifically the 
ethnic pluralism and democratic inclusiveness of America which hold the 
world in microcosm. It is this trans-national character of American so¬ 
ciety which, despite the surviving American tribalisms, makes it congru¬ 
ous with the strivings of other peoples. The same applies to the structure 
of the American personality, which is mobile, ethnically diverse, energy- 
charged, amoral, optimistic, genial, technic-mindcd, power-oriented. The 
question is not whether these traits are admirable or lovable but whether 
they polarized the energies of much of the world—as they do. 


4. American Exceptionalism 

The portrait of American—and New World—man I have just drawn is 
not meant to be an idealized one. It has shadows as well as lights. And it 
poses a riddle of both logic and history: logically, how we can speak of 
the American as the “archetypal” man of the modern world and at the 
same time assert that American civilization is a pattern within itself, 
whole and unique; historically, how America has developed out of the 
common conditions of the modern world, yet developed with such an 
acceleration of energy and power; and whether the future arc of its de¬ 
velopment is likely to recapitulate the course of experience of European 
and Asiatic civilizations. 

I do not underestimate the difficulties of this riddle. That is why I am 
little inclined to see America within any of the rather grandiose schemes 
of historical determinism, whose real value is to suggest lines of study and 
not to close them. The seduction of historical parallels should not lure 
us away from studying America as a civilization pattern in itself—its ten¬ 
sions, its lines of development, its weaknesses and strengths. The learn¬ 
ing of Vico and Hegel, of Marx, of Spengler and Toynbee, of Sorokin, 
would still leave unexplained the unlikely genesis of America, its rapid 
rise to power, the contrast of its outer image and its inner qualities, its 
materialism and idealism, its isolationism and leadership role. Whether 
such a civilization will survive or is doomed will depend less on grand 
historical "laws” than upon how Americans grapple with their problems 
and use their characteristic resources and energies. 

If I do not subscribe to the cry of “America is doomed,” neither am I 
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pleading for the distorted version of “American exceptionalism” which 
has been the pious theme of spread-eagle theorists seeking to depict 
America as immune from the forces of history and the laws of life. This 
version of exceptionalism is easily used as an idea weapon in the anti¬ 
democratic struggle, as Schlesinger shows in citing the attack on the ef¬ 
forts to organize trade-unions in the Jacksonian period. Ever since then 
the cry that "America is different” has been an unfailing answer to any 
challenge that might disturb the structure of existing power, and the 
carriers of the challenge have been regarded as "un-Ameiican,” "alien,” 
and therefore "subversive.” 

But these distortions should not blind us to the valid elements in the 
theory of exceptionalism. The fact is that while American civilization is 
not immune to the surging beat of world forces, it has developed its own 
characteristic institutions, traits, and social conditions within the larger 
fiame. America represents, as I have stressed above, the naked embodi¬ 
ment of the most dynamic elements of modern Western history. What 
this implies is that exceptionalism includes an acceptance of the Euro¬ 
pean ties and does not reject them. The idea of Ameiican exceptional¬ 
ism and the idea of American integration into the broader Western pat¬ 
tern are not mutually exclusive but are polar facets of the same field of 
energy. When you speak of American uniqueness, you must speak also 
in the same framework about the European diversity. It is in this sense 
of what is characteristically American that I use the idea of exception¬ 
alism. 

A rapid listing of some of the outstanding books on America will show 
that almost every commentator has fixed on some unique elements in it. 
De Tocqueville saw the whole ot American life as a new form of so¬ 
ciety which he called democracy. Charles Dickens had never seen any¬ 
thing to equal American money-mad materialism. Bryce was impressed 
with the uniqueness of the Federal system and the party system. Whit 
man, castigating American corruption, nevertheless glimpsed democratic 
vistas beyond them more stirring than ever before in history. Henry and 
Brooks Adams saw the degradation of the democratic dogma stretched 
further in America than anywhere else in the democratic world. Thor- 
stein Veblen, who felt that American capitalism had been carried to a 
unique degree of power, concentration, and finesse, did a series of studies 
in absentee ownership showing how business enterprise in modern times 
had taken characteristic forms in the case of America—developing such 
home-grown products as the country town, the independent fanner, the 
captain of industry, the technology of physics and chemistry. 

Herbert Croly found a peculiar “promise” in American life he found 
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nowhere else. Waldo Frank, in his "rediscovery” of America, found 
equally a characteristically excessive power and excessive childishness in 
the American mind. D. H. Lawrence found in "classical" American lit¬ 
erature a mixture of the primitive and the bourgeois, ^‘n the clash of 
which he located the characteristic split in the American soul. H. L. 
Mencken, studying the one feature of American life which might have 
been expected to follow the pattern of its English parent—its speech- 
found elements of originality in it so marked as to make it a separate 
American language. Ar»dr<£ Siegfried, explaining America in the 1920s 
and again in the 1950s, saw its peculiar problems in the clash between 
the "Anglo-Saxon tradition” and the later immigrant strains; but he also 
asserted that America was a new civilization that had left the European 
far behind. Robeit and Helen Lynd, in their two Middletown studies, 
wryly found the distillation of American thinking in the “Middletown 
spirit”—a body of folk-belief that set Americans off from any other cul¬ 
ture. Margaret Mead saw the core of the American character in the dis¬ 
tinctive effects of the authority-and-freedom pattern on the interaction 
of the sexes and the growing-up process within the family. D. W. Brogan 
saw an interrelation between the paradoxes within the American political 
system and within the national character. Geoffrey Gorcr, arguing that 
the child in America is conditioned to seek love and success above all 
else, deduced from it a different but still characteristic American per 
sonality pattern. Wyndharn Lewis saw* in the ethnic mixtures of the 
American stock, and their ways of living together, the seeds of "cosmic 
man.” 

David Ricsman explored the American character in terms of its in¬ 
creasing submission to the tyranny of opinion and the failure of the 
individual to heal his loneliness in the crowd. David M. Potter saw the 
Americans as a "people of plenty” and the crucial traits of the American 
character as arising from situations of abundance and opportunity. 
Daniel Boorstin saw the genius of American politics in the American's 
habit of taking his own premises and values for granted as "givens," not 
to be thought about. Louis Hart/ saw the specific character of an institu¬ 
tion as shaped by the fact that Americans never had an old feudal order 
to destroy by revolutionary overturn, as the Europeans did. 

I do not mean to imply that each of these writers was an adherent of 
the theory of American exceptional ism. I do say that these important 
studies of the whole or some segment of American life use, as a practical 
matter, the working hypothesis of an American character and culture 
which are set off distinctively from others in history and in the con¬ 
temporary world. 
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5 . National Character and the 
Civilization Pattern 

The convenient way to deal with the problem of national character is to 
list a people’s traits, presenting them as "American traits,” the "Ameri¬ 
can mind,” or the "American spirit.”* Some of the commentators enu¬ 
merate the traits mechanically, as if it were a question of a grocery list or 
a warehouse inventory of odds-and-ends items. One tiouble with this 
method of delineating character by enumeration is that the lists tend to 
cancel each other out. Lee Coleman, culling the lists of American traits 
from the available commentaries on America, found he could spot the 
exact opposite in some other list. Thus Americans are generous and 
niggardly, sympathetic and unfeeling, idealistic and cynical, visionary 
and practical—which leaves us with the conclusion, true but not novel, 
that Americans are bewilderingly human. Another difficulty is that the 
traits change over the generations. Compare the Garden of Eden picture 
of American traits in De Crevecocur at the end of the eighteenth cen¬ 
tury with De Tocqueville's for the late 1830s and 1840s, Bryce’s contem¬ 
porary picture for the 1880s and 1890s, or (retrospectively) Commager’s 
The American Mind for the same period. 

There are, however, certain salient traits which commentators attrib¬ 
ute to the American in every period: Coleman finds that these are the 

• Among the listings in recent books, I may nte Hacker, The Shaping of the 
American Tradition (religious freedom, enterprise freedom, the weak stale, equality 
of opportunity, a strong middle class, responsibility uiuler the law, the separation of 
powers, grass roots decentralization, and pressure-group politics); Davis, Bredemeier, 
and Levy, Modern American Society, in a final listing by the editors of the “American 
Value System” (ethical equality, equal opportunity, free competition, separation and 
balance of interests, public education, freedom of expression, tolerance, and individual¬ 
ism); Laski, The American Democracy, in the opening chapter on the "American 
Spirit” (future-looking, dynamism, worship of bigness, sense of destiny, fluidity of 
daises, pioneer spirit, individualism, antistafism, versatility, empiricism and the 
priority of the practical, real for careers and wealth, self-help and self-interest, gospel 
of hard work, sense of properly). Robin M. Williams, Jr, American Society, lists 
fifteen "major value orientations”: stress on achievement and success; stress on ac¬ 
tivity and work; a tendency to see the world in moral terms; humanitariamsm; stress 
on efficiency and practicality; belief in progress; valuing of material comfort; avowal 
and (to an extent) practice of equality; ditto for freedom: emphasis on external con¬ 
formity, belief in science and in secular rationality; stress on nationalism and 
patriotism; stress on democracy; cult of the individual personality, and its value and 
dignity, belief in racism and gioup superiority. Conimagcr’s Ameucan Mind gives 
an interesting list of traits rharactcii/ing the Ameucan mind in the 1890s. The 
enumeration of elements of the "Ameiican Creed” in Myrdal's The American 
Dilemma has become classic. 

For collections of trait descriptions of America by travelers, see Coromager, America 
in Perspective ; Nevins, America Through British Eyes; and Handlin, This Was 
America. 
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tendency to club together or "join” in associations, the belief in democ¬ 
racy, the belief in equality, individual freedom, "direct action” in disre 
gard of law, stress on local government, practicality, prosperity and ma¬ 
terial well-being, Puritanism, the influence of religion, pniformity and 
conformity. 

It is hard to define the American national character by listing traits or 
even “value clusters," mainly because there are difficulties inherent in 
the idea of national character itself. Many writers are wary of it because 
it has been used cynically in war and power struggles to blacken the 
enemy symbol or sustain the conceit of a God-given or history-given na¬ 
tional superiority. Caught between the Fascist theorists who have used it 
to bolster their doctrine of racist purity and pollution, and the Marxist 
theorists who reject it for placing too little stress on class interest and 
class militancy, the idea of national character has become a thorny and 
controversial one. 

While it is risky to attribute a national character to any people, as if 
its qualities and destiny could be ripped out of the living body of his¬ 
tory, it is also true that nations are realities, that their cultures develop 
along different paths, and that the world inside the heads of their people 
is a characteristic world. Much of the chauvinist and racist treachery of 
the term can be avoided if it is remembered that national character is a 
doctrine not of blood but of culture. It consists of a body of values, so¬ 
cial habits, attitudes, traits held in common by most members of the 
culture. Thus the psychological field of action, thought, and emotion 
into which an American is born differs not only from the Russian or 
Chinese but even from that of an Englishman. 

Traditionally, national character has been used as a semi-literary rule- 
of-thumb to differentiate one nationality type from another or give im¬ 
pressionistic force to generalization about a whole people. One of the 
classics here is Emerson’s English Traits, which is witness that literary 
insight may be worth more than all the paraphernalia of recent social 
science. Yet the new anthropological and psychiatric techniques did 
mark a turning point in the approach to national character. First they 
were applied to the study of primitive personality structure, and then to 
psychological warfare in World War II. The psychiatrists knew from 
their experience that diagnosis and therapy vary with individuals of dif¬ 
fering character types, and that these character types apply not only to 
neurotics and psychotics but to presumably normal persons. At the same 
time the anthropologists, studying contemporary primitive groups, found 
that each culture has its own pattern, within which there are also several 
different variants of character and personality. In World War II, before 
the military strategists could lay their plans for an assault on the enemy 
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mind, they had to know what the enemy mind was like—hence the 
American studies of the Germans and Japanese, in which the theory of 
national character was tested in the crucible of life-and-death action. 
Thus the war studies converged with the work of the psychiatrists and 
anthropologists to form a new strain, one whose by-product has been an 
effort to apply the same techniques to contemporary America. 

This strain of inquiry now makes possible a new way of getting at 
what has usually been called the "American character" or the “American 
spirit.” It is not a disembodied presence in the sky or some mystical force 
inherent in race or history. Neither is it the body of folk-belief that 
Americans derive from their mass media and their whole cultural en¬ 
vironment. It is best sought at the point where cultural norms in 
America shape personality and character, and where in turn the human 
material and the energies of Americans leave their impact on the fabric 
of the culture. 

I may cite as an example of this process the way children are brought 
up in America, how their personalities are shaped by the emotional at¬ 
mosphere of the family and the structure of authority and freedom 
within it, how the w'hole tone of growing up is set by the inordinate con¬ 
centration on the child, the pervasive influence of the new big-audience 
media, the seeping in of the cultural values of success, prestige, and se¬ 
curity, arid the clash between permissive and restrictive codes as it is re¬ 
flected in the child’s mind. One can find similar examples in what is 
happening to the American character and spirit today as a result of sub¬ 
urban living, or the conditions of work and incentive within the new 
corporate structures, or the wave of "do-it-yourself” amateurism which 
has come as a recoil from the trend toward complete mechanization, or 
the sense of encirclement that leads to a stress on "loyalty” and "se¬ 
curity," or the virtual ending of immigration, or the emergence of new 
elites and a complex, far-reaching middle class. These are only a few 
instances of how the energies of the individual American are channeled 
by characteristic cultural conditions of training and living, shaping cer¬ 
tain common character traits for whole groups of individuals and weav¬ 
ing them into the fabric of the civilization. 

This does not mean that, by some necromantic determinism, every 
little American who is born alive comes out stamped with exactly the 
same traits or propensities. There are in-groups, out-groups, and margi¬ 
nal groups; there are regional, class, and ethnic variations; there is a 
bewildering variety of individual personality patterns and traits. Yet the 
central stream of tendency remains, and with it the shaping interrela¬ 
tions of American personality and culture. 


What are some of the ways of uncovering this interrelation? One way 
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is a study of mental disorders, askings as the psychiatrists do, what are 
the characteristic sources of personality breakdown—what it is that 
makes Americans crack up when and as they do? To answer this means 
to get some insight into the strains under which men live in America, the 
expectations the culture sets up in them as against the satisfactions it 
places within their reach, the norms of conduct and thought it seeks to 
enforce, the fault lines and frustrations that develop within them. An¬ 
other way is to ask what personality types can be most clearly discerned 
among Americans, and what modes of life and striving within the cul¬ 
ture account for the impulse toward those personality types. A third is to 
ask what life goals the Americans set up for themselves and what they 
make a cult of and arc obsessed with, making sure to distinguish be¬ 
tween the conscious and irrational levels of their striving. 

One can dig deeper, perhaps, and seek some hidden dimension of the 
American character which symbolizes the basic American life view. Thus 
F. S. C. Northrop (The Meeting of East and West) takes the deepest 
thing about any civilization to be its metaphysic—its assumptions and 
beliefs about the constitution of the unseen universe, and he suggests 
that it was the reception by America of the atomistic metaphysics of 
Locke and Hume which has influenced the individualism and fragmen¬ 
tation of American life. Thus also Charles W. Morris (Six Ways of Life) 
attempts an approach through symbolic value systems. He lists the cru¬ 
cial systems in history as the Dionysian (surrender to the instinctual life), 
the Buddhist (annihilation of self for serenity), the Christian (purifying 
of self for spiritual values), the Mohammedan (merging of self in a holy 
war against the enemies of the true way), the Apollonian (conserving of 
traditional values), and the Promethean (conquest and organization of 
the environment by science and technology). He sees American civiliza¬ 
tion as primarily Promethean, but with elements of the Christian and 
the Apollonian, pointing out that the Promethean strain puts the em¬ 
phasis on the instrumental, that the Apollonian has hardened into a 
Toryism of the spirit which could mean a static civilization, and that the 
Christian strain has had to be subordinated when it has conflicted with 
the more dominant elements of the civilization. I cite this suggestive 
scheme to illustrate how the study of the great world myths can shed 
light on what Americans are like and what they live by. 

Since most of this is speculative, American observers have tried to ap¬ 
proach their own civiliz.ation by the very different and more modest road 
of community surveys and cross-section area studies—of ‘■Middletown,” 
"Jonesville,” “Yankeetown,” "Elmtown,” "Southern Town,” "Plain- 
ville.” What these studies offer is a degree of verification for certain 
theoretical leads, or of doubt cast upon others; they can show the extent 
to which the members of the American culture verbalize the articles in 
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the American creed, and how they see themselves (and others) in the 
class system and the success-and-rating system of their time. But the 
community studies can never be broader or deeper than the issues they 
pose, nor more imaginative than the questions they raise. 

Discussions of national character sometimes remind you of one of 
Cagliostro’s magical spells or the incantatory hokum of a side-show 
barker telling the virtues of some nostrum. There is no talismanic 
quality in any of the newer approaches to national character. The hard 
work of giving contour to the mass of known material on American civi¬ 
lization cannot be dispensed with. The insights of the psychiatrists and 
anthropologists are all to the good, if they do not oveistress some single 
symbolic key to the national character. The method of Gorer, for ex¬ 
ample, as used in the Gorer-Rickman study, The People of Great Russia, 
has been sharply satirized as the “swaddling theory" because it takes the 
infantile experience of the Russian peasant child, who was closely 
swaddled in the early months of his life, as a pre-verbal emotional condi¬ 
tioning to the rage, guilt, and violent alternations of emotion in the Rus¬ 
sian as an adult. In The American People, Gotcr put stress on the 
cult of the mother, the rejection of the father, the child’s craving for 
affection, and the fear of loneliness, and again saw them as clue—if not 
cause—to the national character. A good deal depends on how hard the 
thesis is pushed. If we take it not as a verified truth but as impressionistic 
lead for further research and analysis, it is all to the good. The course of 
wisdom is to recognize the limits of any study ol personality traits and to 
see the whole of the national character as one phase of the total civiliza¬ 
tion pattern. 


6 . Single Key—or Polar Pattern? 

The question then arises whether there is some single organizing prin¬ 
ciple in this civilization pattern, some key that unlocks all the doors. For 
generations Western thinkers have been haunted by the dream of finding 
the single factor that shapes all else in its image. It might be Hegel or 
Spencer, Marx or Sorel, Spengler, Freud or Jung, Vcblen, Henry George, 
Brooks Adams or Henry Adams, but it was always a form of cabala. I can 
offer the reader no single talisman to the secret of American civilization. 

The temptation is great to seek it. Following the lead of Marx or Veb- 
len, one might stress the march of technology' and the system of business 
power, and build all the rest on that. After Laski's American Democracy, 
which applied that method unsparingly to the analysis of contemporary 
America, such an approach would yield sharply decreasing returns. 
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While Laski’s theme is democracy, as with De Tocqueville and Bryce, it 
is the subject of the book only as a corpse is the subject of a murder mys 
tery. The real theme is the system of capitalist power and»its business 
civilization: between these and democracy Laski depicts a bitter feud. 
Democracy in Laski’s study is a little like the hero of Clifford Odets's 
early play, Waiting for Lefty: the stage is set for the hero, everyone meas¬ 
ures his life and aspirations by him, but he never shows up because he 
has fallen victim to the forces of greed and reaction. Obviously economic 
power and class structure are important themes in the American civiliza¬ 
tion pattern, and I shall dwell a good deal on them. But an analysis 
which makes them the sole key distorts a good deal and misses many of 
the most dramatic recent changes in American life. 

Laski’s approach, like Veblcn’s, marked a recoil from the school of 
political idealism, which seemed to make political institutions and ideas 
the end and beginning and everything in the middle. In one sense De 
Tocqueville belonged to that tradition, since he started with the idea 
of democracy and traced its ramifications through phase after phase of 
American life. But De Tocqueville set an example of breadth of view 
which could not be matched by the later students of America, even 
someone with the insight of Bryce, whose approach was more narrowly 
through the political institutions of The American Commonwealth, 
while De Tocqueville’s traced out imaginatively the political and moral 
ramifications of the democratic idea. Bryce, moreover, had lost much of 
the sense of wonder and excitement one finds in De Tocqueville about 
the revolutionary implications of democracy and was more interested in 
how the political actuality had worked out. In both cases, however, the 
organizing principle is political. 

Another approach lays the key stress on psychological and moral val¬ 
ues. It gives primacy to beliefs and attitudes, and the creative force of 
religion and ideas, and derives the technology and economic achieve¬ 
ment of America from them rather than the other way round. The un¬ 
acknowledged assumption is that the way to understand America is to 
start with the human psyche in its American foim and with its whole 
intellectual and moral world. One finds this approach, with mystical 
overtones, in Waldo Frank’s Rediscovery of America; one finds it, with 
religious overtones in Toynbee and Niebuhr; one finds it, in its more 
direct psychological form, in the writing of the young American schol¬ 
ars today who are exploring the relation of culture and personality. 

My own view is that both economic man and psychological man—the 
materialist emphasis and the individualist emphasis—are each stripped 
of meaning without the other. The problem of social analysis is only 
partially illumined by the search for causes. In much of our thinking, 
causation is giving way to relation and interaction. "America is this/’ 
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says one observer of American life. "America is that," says another. It is 
likely that America is both, because America is a highly polarized field 
of meaning, but that neither can be fully understood except in relation 
to the other and to the whole intricate civilization pattern. The study 
of American civilization becomes thus the study of the polar pattern it¬ 
self, not a search for some single key that will unlock causation. It is 
largely a question of what you focus upon, and against what background. 
The problem of American interpretation is best seen in a figure-ground 
perspective: but what will be figure and what will be ground will vary 
with the purpose at hand. 

Thus my concern will be neither with the material world alone nor 
with the moral-psychological world alone, but with the interplay be¬ 
tween them. If there is a figure-ground relation in American civilization 
it must be sought in the relation between power and ideas, science and 
conscience, the revolutionary machine and the conservative crust of tra¬ 
dition, mass production and social creativeness, individualist values and 
collective action, capitalist economics and democratic freedom, class 
stiucture and the image of prestige and success in the American mind, 
elite power and the popular arts, the growth of military power and the 
persistence of civilian control, the fact of an American imperium and 
the image of an open constitutional world. 

One may see in these polar impulses the proof that American life is 
deeply split. One may prefer to see them as contradictory parts of a 
bewildering puzzle. Or one may see them as signs of an effort, on a 
grander scale than ever in history, to resolve the conflicting impulses 
that are to be found in every civilization but each of which occurs here 
with a strength and tenacity scarcely witnessed elsewhere. 




CHAPTER III 


People and Place 


I. Is There an American Stock? 

2 . The Immigrant Experience 

3. People in Motion 

4. Natural Resources: the American Earth 

5 . Human Resources: Population Profile 

6. The Sinews of Welfare: 

Health, Food, Dwelling, Security 

7 . The Way of the Farmer 

S. The Decline of the Small Town 
City Eights and Shadows 
10. The Suburban Revolution 
II. Regions: the Fusion of People and Place 


75 



IN WHICH we take a preliminary look at tne two basic ingredients of Ameri¬ 
can civilization, the continent itself and the people who live on it—that is to say, 
the natural resources and the human resources of America. We broach first the 
dangerous question (“Is There an American Slock?’’) of biology and ethnic 
types, with the emphasis on the plasticity of the human material in America. We 
then explore how thts myriad of stocks, drawn from eveiy corner of the earth 
(“The Immigrant Experience”), living under conditions of extreme mobility 
(“People tn Motion") m a myriad of natural environments, having at their dis¬ 
posal the richest possible resources (“The American Earth"), use and exploit 
those resources. We trace the elusive pattern of how fast they are born, how 
long they live, and how much vitality there is in the graphs of their population 
growth (''Population Profile"); how healthy they are, luhat their characteristic 
food habits are and their dwellings, how well they take care of then human ma¬ 
terial ("The Sinews of Welfare”). Taking another look at them from a different 
angle of vision we ask what baste ways of life they have molded out of the fusion 
of people and place—the life of the farmer, the life of the small town (both of 
them waning), and the life of the city and the suburb (both of them marking the 
line of current and future growth). Finally, we try still another angle of vision 
and see how the fusion of people and place has worked out to produce the re¬ 
gional ways of life and thought in New England and on the East Coast, in the 
Midwest, in the South and Southwest, tn the Rocky Mountain region and on 
the Pacific Coast. 

The reader is warned that this will be a long chapter because it deals with the 
rich diversities of the American people and their continent. Without getting a 
picture of these diversities the general analysts in the chapters that follow will 
be oversimplified and distorted. 
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/. Is There an American Stock? 

E VERY traveler in the tropics conics away with an unforgettable 
sense of the pervasive jungle enclosing him. America’s jungle is 
its ethnic environment of a myiiad of peoples. In such a tropical luxuri¬ 
ance every ethnic type is present, everything grows fast and intertwines 
with everything else, anything is ethnically possible. 

The best vantage points for observing the variety of American ethnic 
strains arc on a subway in New York or a San Francisco street or at an 
Army induction center. Each is a broad channel through which the hu¬ 
man material of America streams. Every people in Europe, most of the 
varied stocks of European and Asian Russia; peoples from Israel and 
the Arabs of the Middle East; peoples from China and Southeast Asia, 
from the Philippines, Hawaii, Australia, fiom the farthest reaches of 
India, from Liberia and Nigeria, from the Gold Coast and the Ivory 
Coast, from Kaffirland and the Witwatersrand, from every country in 
South and Central America, from every Caribbean island, from British 
and French Canada, from Greenland and Iceland- there is scarcely a 
stock on the ethnic map of the world that is not represented in America. 

Let me make my use of terms clear. I use “stock” rather than “race,” 
and “ethnic” rather than “racial,” because in both cases l mean some¬ 
thing in which race is only one ingredient. I have in mind a compound 
of influences from race, nationality, language, religion, region or sub- 
region—any recognizable strain which not only by its common descent 
but by its length of living on the same soil, under the same sky, and in 
the same community has formed a relatively stable biopsychological and 
cultural type. 

Is any one of these ethnic stocks more “American” than the others? 
To say of someone that "Ire is of American stock” has come to mean 
that he is white, probably Protestant and of Anglo-Saxon descent, and 
that his forebears emigrated to America some generations back. But 
there is little of solace here for the distinction-hunters. In most civiliza¬ 
tions the conquering stock has tried to set itself off on the one hand 
from the conquered natives, on the other from the newcomers who may 
want to get in on the power and the glory. In America this has been 
difficult on several scores: the natives were too few and were so ruth- 
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lessly stripped of land, home, and livelihood that the deed trailed little 
glory behind it. If "American stock” is to mean descent from those who 
were most immediately in on the kill, the leaders of the Great Preda¬ 
tion, it would carry a guilt of which many would be gladly rid. The 
real conquest of America was not a military conquest, to d«ck out a 
boast that the strength of killers flows in one’s blood: it was' a conquest 
of forest and plain, of mountain and valley and river, of new technolo¬ 
gies and new social forms; and in it every wave of immigrants took 
part. Although the largest single group came from the British Isles, 
there was no one stock that pre-empted the glory of settling America: 
even in the early decades of the Republic, there was a variety of stocks 
shaping the amalgam of "this new man, the American." Finally, the 
leveling force of the democratic idea has resulted in a crossbreeding and 
mingling of stocks which have made the task of the racial purist a hope¬ 
less one. 

This effort to pre-empt the term “American" for a single strain out 
of many, and exclude from it all the others, is a familiar device in the 
technique of prescriptive prestige. Whatever meaning it may have in 
the case of a more inbred and homogeneous people, in America it is 
meaningless. Yet there are some who recoil from racism but regard the 
length of settlement as a crucial distinguishing mark. “Wouldn't Euro¬ 
pean stocks which have been here longer,” a friend writes me, "be more 
‘American’ than the recent ones? Isn’t a Lowell or a Roosevelt, for ex¬ 
ample, likely to be more ‘American’ than my Chinese laundryman’s 
son?” By the test of time the most "American” stocks would be the Amer¬ 
ican Indians, the descendants of the Pilgrims, and the descendants of 
the early Negro slaves—which is not exactly what was meant. The idea 
that European stocks are more "American" not by the fact of long set¬ 
tlement but by the fact of being European (West European, not Medi¬ 
terranean or Slavic), is an idea easy to succumb to. Its strength derives 
from the fact that the English, Scottish, French Huguenot, and Dutch 
influences are interwoven with early American history. It is easier and 
more natural to think of a Lowell or Roosevelt as American than of a 
recent Chinese immigrant or a descendant of an early Indian or Ne¬ 
gro family, but this is because the West Europeans have run the show 
in America since early times and have therefore made the rules and set 
the admission price. They feel more at home and have made others feel 
less at home. 

Our thinking will be clearer if we say that there are three levels of 
meaning attached to "American”: the links of family and stock with 
American history over time; the equal or unequal claims to rights and 
privileges under the law; the sense of commitment to American life. 
Only on the first level does the question of stock enter, however irra- 
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tionally. On the second level there can be no discrimination between a 
Lowell or Roosevelt and the Chinese laundryman’s son. On the third 
level the problem is one of individuals, not of stock: Americans belong¬ 
ing to the newer stocks may be as committed to the obligations and 
meanings of the American experience as the older ones, and many have 
enriched it greatly. 

Yet in the world's most notable ethnic democracy there remains a 
hierarchy of prestige depending partly on stock—black, yellow, brown, 
and red at the bottom, white Protestant, West European on top, with 
the lines between the rest drawn partly in terms of closeness to Colonial 
descent, partly of geographic closeness to the British center of origin of 
the early settlements. A roughly chronological chart of the sequence of 
waves of immigration—English, Dutch, German, Scotch-Irish, French, 
Scandinavian, Irish, Mediterranean, Jewish, Balkan, Slavic, Mexican 
and Latin American, Filipino, Middle Eastern, Oriental—would corre 
spond roughly to the descending scale of prestige in the ethnic hierarchy. 
The big divergences are that the Indians, who came first, are not at the 
top but toward the bottom of the pyramid; and the Negroes, who were 
brought over early, are not near the top but at the very bottom. On 
the prestige chart of the ethnic hierarchy, one could superimpose a resi¬ 
dence map showing which stocks are distributed in slum areas, in toler¬ 
able living quarters, in middle-class districts, in residential areas. Over 
that one could draw an occupational chart of the functions to which the 
ethnic groups have been more or less specialized. 

This is fluid, but the correspondences are roughly there. Making al¬ 
lowance for the constant breaking of the mold and the emergence of 
many Negroes as doctors, lawyers, teachers, ministers, businessmen, it 
remains true that in the South the Negroes have done and still do the 
heavy labor in the fields, and everywhere the dirty jobs in the factories and 
on the roads and wharves, in digging ditches and laying tracks and build¬ 
ing tunnels, while their women are domestics. The Chinese, Filipinos, 
and Puerto Ricans are also still specialized to do domestic and routine 
jobs. The Mexicans (or "Spanish-speaking Americans") work at sweated 
labor in the factories of the Southwest and as migratory workers on the 
farms of the Southwest and California. The Poles, Czechs, Magyars, and 
Slovaks are in the coal mines of Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and Illinois, 
in the steel mills and at the open-hearth furnaces of Gary and Pitts¬ 
burgh and Buffalo. The Scandinavians are farmers in the Midwest and 
loggers in the lumber camps. The Irish of the later immigration are 
policemen, saloonkeepers, and bartenders in New York and Boston, but 
also day laborers and building-tfades workers, transport workers, long¬ 
shoremen. The Italians and the Jews work in the garment trades of New 
York and the other Eastern centers; the Italians are also barbers and 
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shoeshine boys and musicians, and they work the truck gardens in New 
Jersey and the vineyards of California, as do the Japanese; while the 
Jews move from die sweatshops into the small tratles and the middlemen 
functions, and into medicine, law, dentistry, teaching, and the enter¬ 
tainment world. 


But in the fluid life of America, the specialization does not stick. Cut¬ 
ting across the ethnic occupation map is the fact that it is the new ar¬ 
rivals of most stocks who do the menial and dirty work and drift to the 
peripheral occupations, while the earlier and resourceful ones break out 
of their cultural molds, buy farms and houses, get university training, 
attain skills, and move up to become members of the middle class. The 


epithets do often stick—“Wop,” “Dago,” "Sheeny,” “Kike,” “Nigger,” 


“Norske,” "Mick,” “Spick,” “Polack,” “Hunkic,” “Rohunk,” “Chink,” 


“Jap,” “wetback,” “greaser”—betraying a class and xenophobe animus as 


well as a racist one. 


Sometimes, in overcompensation for this prevalent animus, one is 
tempted to ask whether we can in fact distinguish stock from stock, ot 
whether there are not simply individuals in a rich and bewildering 
variety? 

It is true that the differences between the stocks are not clear-cut, that 


one could find within one of them—say the Jews—wider differences of 
physiognomy, height, bone structure, skull structure, temperament, than 
between particular Jews on the one hand and particular Italians or 
Irish or Portuguese or Syrians on the other. It is also true that ethnic 
differences do not carry with them the differences of superiority or in¬ 
feriority that the racists ascribe to them. Although there are no super¬ 
men in America, there are Americans who hunger for a cult of the blond 
Anglo-Saxon gods; although there are no sub-men in America, there are 
whites who cling to their color out of a panic sense of emptiness and who 
pant to assign Negroes or Puerto Ricans or Mexicans or Chinese to the 
category of inferior men. There are no Americans who belong to radi¬ 
cally different branches of the human family, in the sense that their 
blood is of a different genus, or that some are closer to apes and others 
closer to gods, some born to work and others to lord it over them. There 
is not even an e.thnically pure group in America (unless we speak of eth¬ 
nic sub-pockets like the Hutterites from Russia,who settled in South 
Dakota and have been almost completely endogamous) for at this point 
in history the chromosomes of any group contain also some genes from 
most of the others. 


Yet it would be foolish to deny the reality of ethnic stocks in America 
and the differences between them. Those who came to America came 


from relatively stable ethnic groups. They brought with them obvious 
physical hereditary differences and habits of life that set them off from 
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the others, and the social hostility they encountered often made them 
huddle together in more or less isolated ethnic communities. Many of 
them thus retained and even froze their sense of separateness, while oth¬ 
ers kept themselves open to every influence from other groups, includ¬ 
ing interbreeding. If we recognize that there is no stigma to membership 
in any one of the ethnic stocks of America the whole question of stock 
can be taken with realism and without passion. 

The fact is that America is more than an agglomerate of individuals 
jumbled in hopeless confusion. America is a myriad oi stocks, each with 
some identity maintained from the earliest to the latest migration. What 
gives America its biological richness is that it is a mingling of ethnic 
strains. What gives America its cultural richness is that it is a mingling 
of traditions and temperaments. Unless the stocks had brought an iden¬ 
tity of their own, it would be meaningless to talk of their mingling. 
Unless those identities were changed and dissolved in the process, shaped 
and reshaped, caught up in the ever-flowing stream of the life of all of 
them together, it would be meaningless to talk of America. 

Does the unlimited crossbreeding of ethnic stocks hurt or help the 
quality of American life? True, there are some valid objections to be 
raised against unlimited crossbreeding. In the process of mixture, the 
groups with the higher birth rate will predominate, biologically and 
culturally, and while a high birth rate may be one of the indices of 
vitality, the crucial question is that of the quality of the individuals and 
cultures which are crossed. There is, however, a double and contradic¬ 
tory line of reasoning in the "pure America” argument. One is that the 
more recent immigrants are clannish, refuse to intermarry, and should 
therefore be kept out. The other is that they will flood into the coun¬ 
try and overwhelm and corrupt the "native" stock by the weight of 
numbers and birth rate and by interbreeding. One argument rests on 
the theory that they do not mix, the other on the theory that they mix 
all too much. I suspect that logic is less important here than emotion— 
the emotions of invidiousness, guilt, pride, and fear that dominate the 
thinking of the "pure America” group. 

On biological grounds alone, if these emotions can be ruled out, the 
central argument for an exclusive concept of American stock is the ar¬ 
gument that unlimited crossbreeding will mean the mongrelization of 
America. Even reputable writers seerh to have been made panicky by 
the possible biological and cultural corruption of pure Anglo Saxonism 
by the Negroes, Asians, Slavs, Jews, and Mediterranean peoples. If mon- 
grelization has any meaning, it assumes a "pure” (but nonexistent) stock 
thinned out and corrupted by unlimited crossbreeding. The fear of 
mongrelization is the fear of strange blood and ways on the part of 
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groups that believe their economic and social supremacy threatened by 
outsiders, and fix upon the racial invaders as the enemy. 

This fear reaches nightmare proportions in the Southern states, where 
the governing group has sought to protect its “white supremacy” by a 
set of state miscegenation laws. States like Mississippi and Georgia, in 
^ triumph of paranoia, enacted laws making any marriage felonious and 
void if it involves a white person and one with an “ascertainable trace" 
of African, West Indian, Asian Indian, or Mongolian blood. One of the 
wider aspects of the miscegenation iaws, if they are regarded in terms 
of any rational threat of mongrelization, is that they are found in the 
North as well as the South, and that in eight of the states covered by 
them the Negroes against whom they are directed form less than i per 
cent of the population. 

This is not to deny the reality of crossbreeding in America. But there 
can be no question of mongrelization because there is no norm of purity. 
Each ethnic strain, in the process of crossbreeding, “corrupts” the other; 
each dilutes and enriches the other. The fact is that crossbreeding is in 
itself neither good nor bad. Its chief effect is to increase variations at 
both ends of the curve of inherited traits: in other words, we may dilute 
the quality of what is transmitted as a result of the vast interchange of 
genes, but we may also get more geniuses on the top level. The range of 
potentials is widened in both directions. Everything depends, as I have 
said, on the individuals and cultures entering into the mixture. The 
characteristic ethnic quality of America is the outcome of the mingling 
of stocks and traditions on a scale unparalleled in history. Although 
some cultural historians maintain that the dilution of native stock is 
followed by cultural decadence, the example of the Italian city-states, 
Spain, Holland, Britain, and now Russia and India as well as America 
indicates that the most vigorous phase may come at the height 6f the 
mingling of many stocks. The greater danger lies in closing the gates. 

No stock, once it has come to America, remains what it was. Each 
breeds away from type, both by the influence of the new physical en¬ 
vironment and by the fact of intermingling. Every stock, by its migra¬ 
tion, breaks with its past environment and enters a new one. Continued 
migration from one American region to another and mobility from one 
class and therefore one set of living standards to another continue the 
process of environmental reconditioning. How substantial the changes 
may be was shown in 1912 in the classic study by Franz Boas, Changes 
in Bodily Form of Descendants of Immigrants. Despite the prevailing 
view that skull measurements are an unchanging racial characteristic. 
Boas showed that the skull indices of the children of Jewish and Italian 
immigrants differed appreciably from those of the parents. This is en¬ 
vironmental change away from ethnic type, whether due to diet, living 
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standards, climate, or other factors in the natural and cultural environ¬ 
ment. Boas was dealing with the physical factor that one would expect 
to be most resistant to change. What applied to skull changes would 
apply more easily to psychic and cultural changes; and what applied 
under the influence of environmental and standard-of-living change 
would apply more easily as the result of biological mixture. 

I find a surprising misreading of Boas's meaning in Arnold Toynbee's 
Study of History (Vol. I, 220-1), which argues that Boas is, like his op¬ 
ponents, an adherent of race thinking. Boas writes that his study is sug¬ 
gestive “because it shows that not even those characteiistics of a race 
which have proved to be most permanent in their old home remain the 
same under the new surroundings; and we are compelled to conclude 
that when these features of the body change, the whole bodily and men¬ 
tal make-up of the immigrants may change." Toynbee gathers from this 
"what is the fundamental postulate of all race theories: that is, the 
postulate that physical and psychical characteristics are correlated.” But 
this is to miss the meaning of the phrase “may change,” which carries 
with it an emphasis on the plasticity of both the cultural-psychic and 
the physical traits under environmental pressure. The whole point of 
racist thinking is that there is no such plasticity but that a given set of 
inherent physical traits of a superior or inferior caste carries with it a 
rigid set of psychic traits of a similarly superior or inferior caste. Boas 
proved the plasticity (although he felt it was a limited one) and re¬ 
jected the moral hierarchy. The racists assert the moral hierarchy and 
reject the plasticity. 

The process of plasticity has been described in Paul Engle’s America 
Remembers. 


The ancient features of the type were changed 
Under a different sun, in a clearer air 
That entered the lungs like wine, the swarthy face 
Paled, cheekbones lifted and narrowed, hair 
Straightened and faded, and the body moved 
With a lighter step, the toes springy, the eyes 
Eager as a bird's, and every man 
Had a coiled spring in his nerves that drove him 
In a restless fury of life. 


The bloods mingled 

Madly . (Who knows 

What strange multi-fathered- child will come 
Out of the nervous travail of these bloods 
To fashion in a new world continent 
A newer breed of men?) 




Si PEOPLE AND PLACE 

Given conditions making for rapid change, the question thus put is 
the question of how far the plasticity of the American stock is likely td 
lead. Clearly, every ethnic stock in America, unless it is caught and iso¬ 
lated in some eddy of the American stream, is breeding away^from type. 
But is it breeding toward a new form of its own type, where it will be 
more or less stabilised? Or is the process of change a continuing and 
cumulative one resulting in the emergence of an inclusive new ethnic 
type, like a loose sort of tent to cover the existing types which will sur¬ 
vive yet be transformed? 

The probabilities point to something less defined than either of these. 
We do not yet know what ethnic future lies ahead lor Ameiica, since 
genetics is changing its insights and outlook so rapidly. Earnest Ilooton, 
a physical anthropologist who liked to make bold forays into the fu¬ 
ture, predicted that "the stubby, bone-and-muscle Mr. Americas of to¬ 
day” are doomed to disappear or to be "reduced to the ranks of the 
institutionalised malefactors.” They will be replaced (said Hooton) by 
a more "attenuated” body build, “taller and more gangling than ever, 
with big feet, horse faces, and deformed dental arches”; the women 
"less busty and buttocky than those of our generation.” There are other 
guesses of the future stock, some of them less unattractive. But their 
common premise is that a new ethnic entity is forming which will 
carry with it the multiform freightage of all past generations, but in 
which there will also be some central cast of temperament, physique, 
and lineament that crops up more and more frequently. 

This does not mean that the old stocks will disappear or that America 
will become ethnically uniform. The processes of heredity and their 
interplay with the physical and cultural environment are too complex 
to allow for uniformity. The gene variants of so heterogeneous a popu 
lation as the American are fantastically large in number, and the po¬ 
tential directions of American stock are great. This is the first great 
instance in history where ethnic abundance has combined with so gieat 
a freedom in marriage, to produce an unimaginable ethnitxiuture. 

If then we ask again, “Is there an American stock?" the answer must 
be that there are many stocks in America—more than have ever been 
gathered together before within a national unit; that none of them, 
whatever its claims and arrogance, is more American than the others, 
and none, whatever its sense of inferiority, less American; that each is 
different from what it was in its area of ethnic origin—each touched 
and changed by the alchemy of the American environment, by the fact 
of living and mingling with all the others on the American continent. 
America has become a great biological and psychological laboratory, 
whose experiments may issue in undreamed-of results. In all the stocks 
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there has been, whether obviously or subtly, a breeding away from type; 
the r e has also been, subtly rather than obviously, slowly, ever so slowly, 
and yet unmistakably, a breeding toward new types that have not yet 
emerged. 

When they emerge they will be the creature of America, not America 
their creature. Yet as we watch the yeast working in the ever-re-created 
human material of America, can we doubt that the determiners of a 
not unimaginable Amciican future are at work here? “There is but 
one victory that I know is sure,'' wrote Saint-Exuptoy, "and that is the 
victory that is lodged in the energy of the seed.” Given what we know 
about American stock, we must take this to mean the victory not of 
the seed’s rigidity but of its plasticity. 


2. The Immigrant Experience 

For centuries the strength and richness of America have been swelled 
by the great tides of immigration from Europe, with the sources moving 
roughly from the British Isles to western Europe and the Scandinavian 
countries, to the Mediterranean countries, to the Slavic countries. In 
1790 America had fewer than four million people, of whom three quarters 
of a million weie Negroes: 82 per cent of the total white population was 
English. For the next forty years, until 1830, immigrants were slow in 
coming. In the 1830s the “Atlantic Migration” quickened, first with 
Irish countrymen, then with German farmers and artisans, and then 
with land-hungry Scandinavians. In the early 1880s came a greater wave 
of the “new” immigration—“new” in the double sense that they were 
no longer from western and northern Europe but from eastern and 
southern Europe, and that they were more likely to settle in the big 
cities and work in the mines and mills and factories than on the land. 

A few figures tell a dramatic story. From 1800 to 1914 some fifty 
million people left Europe, of whom almost thirty-five million came to 
the United’States. In the century and a half from 1800 to 1950 some 
forty million newcomers moved to the United States, 85 per cent of 
them from Europe, 11 per cent from other countries in the American 
hemisphere, 3 per cent from Asian countries, and 2 per cent from the 
rest of the world. In the single peak decade of 1904-1914, ten million 
came, and in the peak year of 1907 more than a million and a quarter. 

As the convulsions of tyranny, war, and famine shook the world, and 
as the “opportunity line” thinned out in the Old World and grew 
bolder in the New, millions of people came spilling down the sluiceways 
to America, and an almost manic quality seemed to infect immigration. 
It was fed by the steamship companies, who sent out agents to recruit 
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immigrants and depict the glories and grandeurs of the new star of the 
West; and it was aided by the increasing cheapness of transportation. 
But even without these stimulants the migration would have taken 
place. Arnerica-as-magnet exercised a hypnotic force strong enough to 
draw millions to the shpres of promise. # 

It was, in the main, the peasants who came, from Ireland, from 
Germany, from the Scandinavian countries, from Italy, from Russia 
and Poland, from the Balkans. There were many others who came 
from the cities too-artisans without jobs, ruined shopkeepers, political 
emigres, intellectuals who had failed to make their way and who were 
to establish “Latin farms’’ (as they were called with gentle derision) in 
America. But mostly the families who came had lived on the land, and 
the land had been unable to sustain them. 1 he plots were too small and 
the village community ways were too traditionally set to yield to the 
new agricultural techniques. Debt was a humiliating master to serve, 
and poverty a bleak companion. When famine began to nibble on the 
margins of your life, and your little plot of land was foreclosed and 
you found yourself dispossessed, you began to feel the narrowing con¬ 
fines of your village intolerable. Ridden by the weight of feudal and 
clerical tradition, with no hope left for yourself and no promise to 
hold out to your children, what was more natural than to surrender to 
the image of a country where land could still be had and a man could 
keep moving until he had found a challenge to his strength and bound¬ 
less possibilities for his young? “The rich stay in Europe,” De Crevecoeur 
had written much earlier, “it is only the middling and the poor that 
emigrate.” 

There was always a bitter spell of waiting and enduring between dis¬ 
location from the old home and settlement in the new. There were the 
weary vigils at lodging houses along the wharves in the seaport cities 
of Europe until passage was arranged with some broker and the ship 
finally sailed. The steerage quarters, oversold through greed, were 
often cold, crowded, dirty, disease-ridden, rat-infested. In the darkness 
the long nights and days differed little from each other. Scanty pro¬ 
visions and bad water made scurvy, dysentery, and “ship’s fever” lethal 
adversaries. When the ship arrived the immigrant found himself, dazed 
and bewildered, in a world with which his traditional peasant quali¬ 
ties could not cope. He had to get work immediately—work of any 
kind, at any pay, with whatever hours and conditions—in order to sus¬ 
tain life; he became thus a ready prey for exploiting employers, swin¬ 
dling fellow countrymen, greedy moneylenders. Sometimes he settled 
in the first big city he came to, huddling in a ghetto with his country¬ 
men; sometimes he was able to push on into the interior and take up 
a piece of land or serve his apprenticeship as a “hired man”—again. 
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usually, near others of his own ethnic stock. In both cases he needed 
first to convert his work and skill into capital: for years after his ar¬ 
rival, thus, he had to save and scrimp, living on almost nothing, so that 
he could get a real start in a store or restaurant or on a farm or as a 
small entrepreneur. 

For years, perhaps for the rest of their lives, many of these immigrants 
were to remain (as Oscar Handlin has so movingly described in The 
Uprooted) alienated men—alienated from the culture they had left and 
from the one that had not yet wholly welcomed them and that they 
did not understand, and alienated finally from themselves. The old 
patterned ways of the village community, however galling, formed a 
path of stability, where a man knew what was expected of him. The 
new ways of the buzzing big American cities and the quickly growing 
farm villages were bewildering. The immigrant became an object, 
caught within forces over which he had no mastery, having to convert 
his strength on the maiket into dollars with which he could get what 
he needed for life. 

The tight family of the peasant (ommunity or of the Jewish tradition 
svas subjected to the strains and dislocations of the new' society; often 
it w r as fatally split, although those that survived found that the tics of 
cohesiveness were strengthened by the fact of their members having to 
face together an alien world. Most tragic of all, the immigrants often 
found that their own children—adapting more easily to the new ways, 
caught up in the new rhythms, accepting the new life goals, and eager 
to merge themselves with the new environment—drifted away and be¬ 
came alienated from their parents. Perhaps in order to wipe out the 
cleavage between themselves and their new fellows, they saw their 
father and mother through the eyes of the "Americans” and came to 
think of them as outsiders and strangers—in short, as objects. The circle 
of alienation was completed. 

The immigrant expetience was thus somber and tragic. Yet it would 
be a mistake to sec it thus without adding that it was also one of excite¬ 
ment and ferment. Millions of the immigrants, after giving their 
strength to the new country, died with a sense of failure and frustration. 
But many more millions survived their ordeal, became men of in¬ 
fluence in their communities, and lived to see the fulfillment of the 
American promise in their own lives doubly fulfilled in the lives of their 
children. "Everything tended to regenerate them," De Crevecoeur wrote 
of his fellow immigrants, "new laws, a new mode of living, a new social 
system; here they are become mem in Europe they were so many useless 
plants, wanting vegetable mold, and refreshing showers. They withered 
and were mowed down by want, hunger, and war; but now by the power 
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of transplantation, like all other plants, they have taken root and 
flourished!" One doubts whether this lyric description, written at the 
end of the eighteenth century, would have been accepted as a faithful 
one a century later; yet it described a process which would have mean¬ 
ing for many through the whole course of the immigrant experience and 
even more meaning for the second and third generations, who reaped 
the harvest of the transplanting of their fathers without having had 
to suffer the ordeal. 

Yet there was also something in the ordeal that enriched the im¬ 
migrant and his new country. He may have deemed himself a failure 
in the old village and helpless on the crossing, and he may have begun 
to doubt his manliness after every defeat. But one thing that could 
never be stripped from him was the immediacy of his experience: 
whatever he had achieved had been due to himself and his own efforts. 
The experience of the immigrants recapitulated the early American 
pioneer hardships, in many ways on harder terms, since the difficulties 
they encountered were those of a jungle society rather than a jungle 
wilderness. It added a dimension of tragic depth whiih American life 
needed: even in its most tragic phases it furnished a ferment of vitality 
which re-created the American experience in every decade. There was 
much in the American mind that tended to become fixed and con¬ 
formist. The immigrant experience hurled itself against this with in¬ 
sistent eagerness, kindling a warmth that thawed out much of the 
glacial rigidity. In recent years, with the gates almost closed, there have 
been fewer new immigrants to keep the regenerative process going. 

The immigrants eventually found their place in the American 
economy, each new layer that came fiom below pushing up the earlier 
arrivals to the next stratum. But the economy also felt the impact of 
the immigration which provided a labor force for a rapidly expanding 
industrialism. Whatever one may say of the importance of American 
natural resources, the richest resource was man power: without the 
immigrants America could not have found quickly enough the man 
power to build the railroads, mine the coal, man the open hearth steel 
furnaces, and run the machines. Moreover, while most of the immigrants 
were pushed' into the unskilled, backbreaking jobs, enough of them 
were skilled—carrying over techniques from a European industrialism 
which had made an earlier start—so that the Great Migration was not 
only one of people but of talents, skills, and cultural tiaditions. The 
increase of immigration also meant more consumers as well as moie 
producers. The new machines cut production costs and prices, yet the 
steadily mounting millions of consumers kept big piofus flowing back 
into industry. And since the immigrants started on so little, their living 
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standards kept steadily improving, and the home market grew not by 
arithmetical but by geometrical progression. 

The immigrant’s obsession with rising living standards was something 
he gave to American life as well as something he took from it. He was 
a man in a hurry, not only to make money but to show he had made 
it, not only to sow the crop of his labor and ingenuity but to reap the 
harvest of his success. The stories of the "self-made man” that caught 
the American imagination were in many cases the Horatio Alger rags- 
to-riches stories of immigrant boys who rose to the top of the heap. 
Their business methods were little different from the methods of the 
earlier Americans, but since they were so avid for results the legend 
grew that they were distinctively unscrupulous, and there was often a 
cleft between the world of “respectable” (i.e., “nativist”) business and 
“immigrant” business. Certainly there was a febrile intensity about the 
immigrant that was part of his world of wonder: he was the small boy 
with his nose pres: ;d against the shopwindow whose sweets were out 
of his reach unless he could come in with a fistful of coins. He was 
full of wonder at the miracles of science and mechanical inventions, at 
the headlong course of progress, at the dizzying peaks of wealth and 
power. He was full of a sense of promise and possibility which re¬ 
newed the pioneer spark. 

When the promise faltered and the possibility ran into the sands, he 
could express his bitterness through labor or radical movements which 
started as the protest of some ethnic stock and broadened out into a 
dissident splinter group or even a third-party movement. But the 
political impact of the immigrant was felt as.much in the machine 
politics of the big city as in the dissenting politics of the Middle West. 
The boss politics of Boston, Philadelphia, New York, Chicago, St. 
Louis, was an interchange of the loyalties of the lonely immigrants, 
who needed a very personal kind of help in their encounters with jobs 
and the law, for the protection of the men who had become sophisti¬ 
cated and knew the power of the massed immigrant vote. 

The first-generation immigrant, whether he was on a farm or in a big 
city, was likely to live out his life on the margin of the new society, 
and from there he sent coursing through much of the culture the cur¬ 
rent of his hope, his loneliness, his individuality. It was his son, the 
second-generation immigrant, who was lampooned by the novelists as 
one driven either to imitate or to outdo the “native Americans” at 
their own game. He was the Sammy of Budd Schulberg's What Makes 
Sammy Run? and the Harry Bogen of Jerome Weidman's / Can Get It 
for You Wholesale. He acted as if some “equalizer” had been built into 
him, driving him to excesses of energy or (as in cases less noted by the 
novelists) to excesses of protective coloration. 
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The third-generation immigrant was caught in a paradox. On the 
one hand the continuing pressures from the world of those whose an¬ 
cestors weie accepted as the nation’s ancestors turned him toward 
stability and conformism, and thus further away from his links with the 
immigrant experience. On the other hand Marcus Hansen pointed out 
in a notable essay that "what the son wishes to forget the grandson 
wishes to remember,” and that the third-generation immigrant, no 
longer ashamed of his cultural ancestry, has had the courage to em¬ 
brace it. Both tendencies may be found in the grandchildren and great¬ 
grandchildren of the immigrant, struggling for mastery; but I am con¬ 
vinced that what Hansen noted will prove the stronger. 

A great change came over American attitudes toward immigration 
after World War I and led to the racist discrimination of the quota 
legislation of 1921 and 1924. Actually the movement for restrictive 
legislation started before the turn of the century, almost with the start 
of the Great Wave of the new immigration. Every people is ‘‘ethno¬ 
centric," which is a w r ay of saying it is the sun around which the earth 
and moon and stars revolve; and this is particularly true of the w f ay 
the dominant group feels. The Americans of English descent—whether 
New England Yankees or transplanted Yankees in the Middle West- 
felt that their old dominance had been undercut by the hordes of 
strange new arrivals; nurtured in the democratic dogma, some of the 
best of them weie deeply troubled and split in their emotions. The 
Southern whites, trying to keep the South "a white man's country” and 
therefore fearful of the Negroes who surrounded them, turned their 
fears into a more general suspicion of "foreigners.” The reserve army 
of labor, which meant so much to the businessman because it gave him 
the human material for industrial expansion, seemed a threat to many 
labor leaders who feared the competition of cheap labor. Some of the 
intellectuals of the Progressive Era, anxious about the continuity of 
the native tradition, turned strongly anti-immigrant. Others were in¬ 
fluenced by European theories of racial superiority and inferiority and 
found “scientific” buttressing for their purist fears about what Madison 
Grant called "the passing of the great race.” 

An alliance of Yankees, Southerners, trade-unionists, Progressive 
intellectuals, racist theorists, population purists, and professional 
xenophobes made headway in convincing the descendants of the earlier 
immigrants that the later iinmigation was dangerous and should be 
severely restricted. They scared them with images of criminality, radical¬ 
ism, and Oriental cunning, with examples drawn from the Mafia and 
the Black Hand, from the Haymarket anarchists and the Jewish ped- 
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dlers who became international bankers. They succeeded in frighten¬ 
ing fearful Americans who thought the country of their fathers would 
be made unfit for their children by newcomers who sold themselves 
cheap, pulled down wage standards, read dangerous books, lived like 
pigs, and bred like rabbits. 

Certainly there was a shift in the meaning of the whole immigrant 
experience, on the part of both the hosts and the newcomers. Writing 
in the 1880s, James Bryce noted that “the intellectual and moral at¬ 
mosphere into which the settlers from Europe come has more power 
to assimilate them than their race qualities have to change it.” He 
thus paid tribute to the transforming power of the American environ¬ 
ment and defended the immigrant against the charge of being a 
corrupting serpent in an American Eden. Yet even as he wrote, a change 
was coming over the American scene. To be an immigrant in the 
earlier years was to be part of an experience in the making. You didn’t 
feel unwanted or a misfit, nor did you have to feel ashamed of your 
cultural origin. But after the Civil War, with the triumph of indus¬ 
trialism, Ameiica became the country where miracles were in full 
swing and where entrance was an admission to the miracle-making. 
As an immigrant coming to something no longer experimental but 
already tested and created, you were suspect of trying to cash in on a 
good thing. As a combined entrance fee and expiation, you were 
crowded into slums, forced to do the dirty and poorly paid jobs, made 
to feel an outsider. 

The "natives” began to ask how these gate-crashers dared be so 
different from them. "If a few million members of the Alpine, Mediter¬ 
ranean, and Semitic races are poured among us,” wrote the novelist 
Kenneth Roberts, “the result must inevitably be a hybrid race of peo¬ 
ple as worthless and futile as the good-for-nothing mongrels of Central 
America and southeastern Europe.” There were so many "mongrels” 
pouring in; they looked strange, swarmed everywhere, were too loud; 
they came from a Europe thick with revolutionary conspiracy to an 
America where the possessors were becoming insecure. Besides, there 
was always in the background the monstrous (and fascinating) sexual 
threat that the purity of America’s blood would be polluted by mis¬ 
cegenation with the swarthy foreigners. 

Thus the later phase of immigration corroded the generous energies 
of the earlier America. The Israel Zangwill vision of America as a 
"melting pot”—a crucible into which poured metals from every country 
while "the great alchemist melts and fuses them with his purging 
flame”—was greeted with enthusiasm, but it was a dangerous metaphor 
since it implied that all the immigrant strains must be purified by 
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being assimilated with something more “American." In World War I 
the fear cropped up of the "hyphenated American” who was not being 
melted, fused, and purged rapidly enough. The "Red scare” that fol¬ 
lowed the war was directed against the foreign-born and, like tfoe even 
more intense furor after World War II, it reinforced the whole agoniz¬ 
ing doubt about the nature of American identity. Some Americans 
found in it a sadistic outlet for their aggression; many others fell prey 
to intellectual and emotional confusion. The quota formula embodied 
in the 1921 Immigration Act was thought up by a well-intentioned 
China missionary who saw in the quota system a way of merging the 
restrictions upon Otiental immigration with more general ones and 
thus in effect denying their existence. In the 1924 law the base year 
on which the quota for each country was fixed (the “national origins 
provision”) was pushed back in order to minimize the number of 
Mediterranean and East European entries. It was hard for Europeans 
to fathom a democratic philosophy which admitted only 3,000 French 
and 5,000 Italians a year, as against roughly 25,000 Germans and 65,000 
British. 

Immigration restriction thus became deliberately discriminatory and 
racist, remaining thus through the McCarran-Walter Law of 1952 to the 
present day. The "Golden Door” of Emma Lazarus was swung all but 
shut. Where, in 1900, 13 per cent of Americans were foreign-born, in 
1950 only 7 per cent, in 1960 the percentage will be negligible. The 
irony of the exclusionist policy was that since it could not be applied 
to Puerto Rico (which was part of territorial America) the exclusionists 
had to tolerate the influx of Puerto Ricans, who were very different 
from their ideal type. If the purpose of immigration policy was to 
ensure a stable admittance of, say, 250,000 immigrants a year, this 
coulcl have been achieved more rationally by setting that figure and 
admitting them either in the order of their application acceptance or 
in terms of whether they possessed the needed skills. The fight to relax 
the harshness of the immigration laws and their administration is still 
carried on but halfheartedly, as if no one believed any longer that 
the trend coulcl be teversed, since (whatever the intellectuals may think) 
the anti-alien component in Congress and the constituencies is still 
strong. 

Even before the door was closed the impact of the narrowing atti¬ 
tudes had made itself felt in the minds of the immigrants themselves. 
Having caught the fever of the rush to America, they were overeager 
and overtense. Everything in them was heightened: the love of free¬ 
dom, the urge to “make good,” the vulnerability to scorn, the anxiety 
to belong. The structure of the immigrant family was corroded, and 
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the pride of belief in the traditions which had been brought across the 
seas was shaken. 

The immigrant found himself caught between two ghettos. One was 
the outer ghetto of economic and social discrimination imposed upon 
him. The other was the inner ghetto which came from his feverish ef¬ 
forts to meet this assault either by wearing the badges and aping the 
ways of the new culture, thus rejecting his own family and ethnic tra¬ 
dition, or by an equal overemphasis on retreat within the shell of the 
old culture, taking the foim of an ethnic chauvinism. There was thus 
a double process of overcompensation at work—that of an anxious 
assimilationism and that of a belligerent ethnic orthodoxy. In both cases 
it was a response to hostility and an expression of alienation. The 
success stories of individual immigrants do not belie this but rather 
confirm it. Most of the immigrant-boy-to-tycoon success stories are about 
men who found the transition from one culture to another too precipi¬ 
tous to be bridged without a single minded effort that left its effects 
on the personality. 

The “melting pot” phase of American thinking about the immigrants 
was happily short-lived. Today there are few serious writers and think¬ 
ers who do not see through the fallacy of viewing American culture as 
a kind of manufacturing process which stamps out cultural diversities 
and turns complex human material into a monolithic Great Stone Face. 
To be sure, the flow of new immigrants has become the merest trickle 
(since 1940 it has averaged not much over 100,000 a year), and the issue 
is therefore how the second and third and later generations are to guide 
their lives. Among the newer immigrant groups the current of think¬ 
ing that has triumphed is the one set in motion by Randolph Bourne 
and Horace Kallen—the idea of a “cultural pluralism” in which the 
ethnic groups cherish their own traditions while refusing to isolate them¬ 
selves from the larger culture. 

The pioblem for the recent newcomers and their children, as indeed 
for all Americans, is to hold several cultures in organic suspension, 
weaving each in with the other in a process without which American 
society as we know it could not have been formed. The question is not 
whether the older traditions are to change; for change, with a measure 
of absorption, is inevitable. The real problem is to make certain that 
the pace of change is not destructively rapid and that it does not in¬ 
volve a flight from the rootedness of one’s fathers which leaves the sons 
and grandsons with no base on which to make the transition. The dif¬ 
ference is one of mood and value as- well as tempo. It is the difference 
between assimilation, which is a one-way drive that attaches no value 
to what is left behind and marked for extinction, and integration, which 
is a two-way circuit, where the new national consciousness adds a new 
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dimension to the older ethnic tradition, and the older tradition adds 
emotional depth and rootedness to the new cultural product.^ 


5. People in Motion 

Americans have always been voyagers. After crossing the ocean to find 
the America of their dreams, the settlers paddled, steamed, and cariied 
freight down its network of great rivers and built canals to connect 
them. They proved to be good land sailors across the "sea of grass” on 
their prairie schooners. They built graceful clipper ships that sailed 
the world’s seas, making America a great trading nation. They sped 
on iron wheels along the railway roadbeds and then on lubber wheels 
along the macadam automobile highways. Finally they became air 
voyagers: a successor to the sea ami the land, the air now' became the 
element in which they expressed their will to conquer. 

"Americans are always moving on” was the opening line of Stephen 
Ben^t’s unfinished heroic poem of the westward migrations. Much of 
American literature has been dominated by this theme of restless move¬ 
ment on land or river or sea. Of the historical writings, tliete is Turner's 
work on the frontier and Parkman’s on the Oregon Trail , along with 
such minor classics as Morison’s Maritime History of Massachusetts, 
Webb’s The Great Plains, and De Voto’s Across the Wide Missouri. 
Melville’s Moby Dick, like his South Seas romances, would have been 
impossible except in a maritime as well as a Puritan civilization, where 
the moral quest for the principle of good and evil could naturally be 
presented in the story of a pursuit over the high seas. Mark Twain’s 
Life on the Mississippi is an American novel of the apprentice years, 
expressive of the turbulence and power of the greatest of America’s 
rivers. The majestic highway of Western life in Maik Twain’s time, it 
was a virile world of swarming passengers, piofane ship captains, 
tobacco-spitting, gambling, steamer races, bursting boilers, salty lan¬ 
guage, and tall stories—the perfect school of experience tor a young 
man with a feeling for America and the knack of literary portraiture. 
Mark Twain’s greatest novel, Huckleberry Finn, was also borne along, 
now drowsily, now tumultuously, on the current of the Mississippi. A 
series of books on the "Rivers of America,” crowded with historic inci¬ 
dent, has shown how interwoven America’s waterways were with the 
whole course of its history; yet in each case the rivers have in recent 
years lost most of their importance. 

• For a further discussion, sec Ch. I, Sec. 3 , “The Slaying of the European Father/’ 
and Ch. VII, Sec. 5 , “The Minority Situation," where I stress not the issues of demog¬ 
raphy (at here) but the social situation of minority groups in America. 
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In our own time, except for Faulkner’s novels and a few others like 
Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath, the immediate natural environment has 
ceased to carry the symbolic themes of the writers. The violence of 
American life is now expressed not in the impact of the physical en¬ 
vironment but in the jungle warfare of human living; not in the 
voyage across the ocean or down a river, nor in Ahab’s quest for the 
White Whale, but in the detective hunt for the murderer whose vic¬ 
tim is unreal and crime fantastic, and for the solution which leaves all 
of life’s problems unsolved. 

The idea of Nature, as it has been expressed in American com¬ 
mentary, has two aspects—that of restless mobility, as emphasized by 
Turner and his followers, and that of attachment to place, as em¬ 
phasized by the regionalists and traditionalists. To understand America 
one must see them as facets of each other—a double beat of migration 
and the sense of place. The wanderings of Americans are due less to an 
innate restlessness or to the poverty of the land, as with nornadic peo¬ 
ples, than to a quest for opportunity. When the beat of migration has 
fulfilled itself, it may be expected that the same intensity which in¬ 
formed it will be transformed into attachment to place. 

There have been three types of American migration—the trans¬ 
oceanic migrations, the migration to new frontiers, and those internal 
crisscrossings which may be calied reshuffling migrations and which are 
basically migrations to the city and the suburbs. 

The classical migration to the Western frontiers was not a planned 
migration in the sense in which the great dislocations of peoples on 
today’s map are the result of the deliberate acts and policies of govern¬ 
ment. It was perhaps the last spontaneous great migration in history. 
Yet, looking back, one can trace a systematic progress, zone by tone, 
as if a campaign had been mapped out in advance; and a regular suc¬ 
cession, wave after wave, of explorers followed by fur traders, followed 
by mountain men, ranchers, and miners, followed finally by farmers 
equipped with seed, cattle, and implements. The later stages of this 
classical westward movement, which crossed the Great Plains and the 
mountain fastnesses of the Rockies and occupied the rich areas of the 
Pacific Northwest and California, were filled with violence and greed as 
well as heroism. The hardships along the Oregon Trail, the struggle to 
capture the fur trade, and finally the Gold Rush to California present, 
in heightened form, the Faustian spirit of the classical Great Migra¬ 
tion. Not more than one out of twenty of those who took part in the 
Gold Rush found anything like success, yet we have forgotten the 
failures and remember only the big prizes. Whole states and a whole 
region yielded quantities of their best young people in the "Yankee 
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exodus” out of New England. Even after free land was no longer avail¬ 
able, the internal reshuffling of population went on, and one may speak 
of a Great Trail of the past century which in its own way has been 
as profound in its effects as that of the classical westward movement, 
if less systematic in its progress. 

Each road that led toward the dimly known target was a highway 
of hope. The contemporary hopes and the nostalgia of our own day have 
combined to shed a glow of idealization over the rough paths, the 
bumpy roads and turnpikes of an eatlier day, and over stagecoach 
and “freighter,” pony express and even the highwayman. With the 
railroads came a transportation revolution which left its own deposit 
of mythology, clustering around the gangs that laid the tracks and the 
engineers who drove the fast trains that seemed like fiery monsters and 
even the railroad barons such as Vanderbilt, Fiske, and Hill. 

One of the recent phases of the transport revolution, based on the 
motorcar, has made America a civilization on wheels. By 1956 there 
were an estimated seventy-five million cars and trucks in America, 
owned by seventy million people, at least one for every family, in¬ 
cluding the poorer families; and the auto industry was geared to turn 
out eight million new cars a year, to take their place on almost four 
million miles of toll expressways, freeways, rural feeder roads, and 
city streets. One out of every seven Americans had a job in some phase 
of auto construction and service, and highway transport. By 1965 there 
should be close to a hundred million cars crowding the roads and 
streets, choking every artery. 

America’s motor technology, while it has not produced the feverish 
internal mobility, has made it possible. Long before he is old enough 
to get a driver's license the American boy, particularly in the small 
town and the suburb, has been holding the wheel and become con¬ 
scious of himself as a potential driver. The American girl measures a 
male partly, at least, in terms of the kind of car he drives. Wage-earner 
families who live in slums—especially Negro workets—olten own cars 
that are better than their living quarters, and a glance at the bumper- 
to-bumper congestion on auto.roads ori week ends will show that many 
Americans spend almost as much time in their cars as in their homes. 
Autos are no longer a luxury for an American elite; they have become 
a living-standard compulsive for the American masses. They fill a 
psychic need more important even than adequate housing or education 
or health, and form the crucial test of whether your living standards 
make you an accepted member of the community. The car is a house on 
wheels, used for daily chores, family outings and week ends, shopping, 
visits, business, and (by the youngsters) for "petting.” 

This house on wheels has developed in the past half century from 
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a fussy, crotchety, unreliable contraption to a miracle of engineering 
which starts easily, shifts automatically, drives smoothly at high rates 
of speed, develops enormous power (although it is often driven by 
women and even elderly people), and comes in various shades and 
combinations of color to suit every taste and sometimes even to match 
the clothes of the owner’s wife or daughter. It can be paid for on the 
installment plan, but it becomes quickly obsolete and is "turned in” 
and replaced frequently by a new one or by a better "secondhand" one. 
A congeries of revolutions were needed—in manufacture, quick-drying 
paint, macadam roads, engine power, car design, mass production, and 
the assembly line—to produce the end product of the American car. It 
congests the cities and the roads, and in the hands of the amateurs, the 
“hot rod” enthusiasts, and the neurotics it becomes a lethal instrument 
of grisly death and decimates the population. It has made the filling 
station, the parkway, the four-lane highway, the quick-service roadside 
hot-dog stand or restaurant, the "motel,” the used-car lot, the trailer 
camp, the giant freight truck, the motor bus, the parking lot, the shop¬ 
ping center, the Friday-to-Sunday traffic jam, and the urban parking 
mate the most obtiusivc features of the American landscape. It has 
made necessary a continual renewing of road construction, which has 
laid across the country a labyrinthine network of auto and truck roads, 
some of them toll turnpike roads financed by private bondowners, the 
rest financed by Federal and state funds, all of them as essential to the 
poor as to the rich. It has brought about a counter-railroad revolution, 
making freight traffic and daily travel independent of the railroad sta¬ 
tion and the commuter train, shifting factory sites and farm values, and 
spawning new suburbs where the family disperses every morning and re¬ 
assembles every evening via the automobile. And it has made the sea¬ 
side or mountain holiday and the fishing and camping vacation the 
routine adventure of the middle classes and even of workers’ families. 

The new r Air Age, whose impact is just beginning to be felt, has 
further heightened the mobility of Americans. The sprawling airports, 
with the gleaming giant birds swooping in and out of them, are a 
portent of a time when distances will lose all meaning. Already the 
congestion of the airw’ays is creating a traffic problem in the American 
skies much like the congestion of auto traffic. Yet the private family 
plane is unlikely to replace the family car, even though it may make 
the use of the car less obsessive. What the Air Age has done has been 
to make the faraway vacation possible for the boss’s secretary as well 
as for the boss. 

In the mid-1950s at least sixty million Americans left their homes 
for some kind of annual vacation, many of them going halfway across 
the Continent, some of them halfway across the world. Some go to the 
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mountain streams of the Northeast or Northwest or to Canada for fish¬ 
ing, some to Florida or California for the sun, some to the resorts or 
the beach shacks or trailer colonies, some to Mexico or South America 
for its atmosphere, many to Europe for its traditions and glamour, and 
some simply hit the highways to get a look at the country. Tourism has 
become one of America’s big industries, involving expenditures of close 
to twenty billion a year. Almost every wage-earner gets an annual 
vacation with pay and gets away from job and home by air, train, boat, 
car, or bus. The trend is toward longer vacations and therefore longer 
trips. However, the recent changes in life span and the quest for personal 
fulfillment have filled the world's capitals with middle-class and middle- 
aged Americans whose children have grown up and w'ho are spending 
their years of leisure or "retirement” wandering over the world, armed 
with dictionaries, tourist guides, traveler’s checks, and an insatiable 
hunger to see, hear, and feel. It is as if the impact of a machine civiliza¬ 
tion on the nerve centers of Americans had produced a constant mo¬ 
bility, whether out of boredom, curiosity, or an expressive sense of 
freedom, which makes the great migrations of American history seem 
fragmentary by comparison. 

More embracing than this mobility of tourism is the restless move¬ 
ment from job to job and from home to home. Inside the same city 
there arc constant residence changes with changing jobs and social 
status. Inside the same state there is a growing movement from farm 
and small town to the city, and from the core ciiy to the suburban fringes 
of the larger metropolitan or cluster city. A government study of 
migrant families in 1937 showed that in an industrial center like Detroit, 
drawing constantly on new labor sources, four out of five people had 
not lived in the same dwelling for five years. This was an extreme case, 
yet it is estimated that in the decade Ironi the mid-1940s to the mid- 
1950s one out of five Americans changed homes in any one year, and in 
the big cities the proportions might run higher. 

The crucial phase of this phenomenon of Americans on the move is 
the movement from state to state. During wars and periods of intense 
arms rivalry there is a flow of workers to the defense industry areas. This 
has been accompanied by a steady migration of Negroes, during and 
after the world wars, from the Southern states to the big cities of the 
Northeast and the Middle West, like Philadelphia, New York, Pitts¬ 
burgh, Detroit, Chicago, St. Louis, and Kansas City. In addition there 
has been an over all shift of American population, along with the move¬ 
ment of industry, to the South, the Southwest, and the Pacific Coast, 
especially to Florida, Texas, California, Oregon, and Washington. In 
the single decade from 1940 to 1950 the population of California in- 
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creased by 50 per cent, that of Oregon by 40 per cent, that of Washing¬ 
ton by 37 per cent. 

The center of American population, where presumably the whole 
American plane balances in an equilibrium, moved steadily westward 
and slightly southward until in 1950 it was in southeast Illinois. The 
great boom industries of automobiles, shipyards, and aviation also 
moved West and South. The result was a rapid increase in the propor¬ 
tion of native Americans living outside the state of their birth, the 
current figure being around 25 per cent. In the West Coast states, where 
the rate of population increase has been highest, the proportion is 
highest: in California, at mid-century, more than two out of three were 
born in another state.* 

What gives impetus to these waves of internal migration? Industrial 
workers followed the shifting currents that have determined the location 
of industries, moving wherever new industries opened up or where their 
skills could command the highest wages. Farm workers with no land of 
their own, or small farmers whose land had been wiped out by erosion, 
moved with the seasonal ciops -rarely settling down, creating a perma¬ 
nent underlying population of migratory workeis. Whole industries 
were uprooted, either because some boom played itself out or else to get 
closer to better markets or a cheaper labor force. One of the results was 
those “ghost towns" that are especially melancholy on the American 
landscape because they seem like skeletons at a rich man’s feast. 

But in the main the internal migrations are opportunity-and-advance- 
ment migrations. They are made not out of land hunger or the quest 
of freedom, as was true of the original migrations from abroad, but out 
of the pmsuit of better chances lor business and profits, for work and 
wages, for climate, schools, living conditions. Impalpable though it may 
seem as a motive, one reason for America’s physical mobility is its 
social mobility: the lack of stable class lines and of a massive traditional 
past makes men’s feet wander. As De Tocqucville saw clearly in his 
classic chapter, “Why Americans Are So Restless in the Midst of Their 
Prosperity," the American remains restless until he has done his best to 
look for the place, the job, the environing physical setting and social 
climate in which he wants to live out his life. 

Through this search for place and vocation he comes as close to find¬ 
ing himself as he is ever likely to come. This is the experimental part of 
his life. These ventures in fortune and in change of locale are, in a 
sense, more truly the American educational system than the schools 
themselves. One of the truisms about American college graduates, for 
example, is that their best life training cbmes in the decade after college 

* For a further discussion of migration shifts in terms of trends in population 
distribution, sec See. 5 , “Human Resources: Population Profile.” 
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when the sequence of the jobs they pick'up as they roam the nation 
reads like an eighteenth-century picaresque novel. The 1950 census 
showed that, from 1947 to 1950, 28 per cent of the 18-34 a g e group 
changed homes in any one year, but only 10 per cent of th<* age group 
after 45. The most mobile groups were the professional and semipro¬ 
fessional ones—young couples and single men among the doctors, en 
gineers, and technicians—who also took the biggest jumps across the 
continent. Increasingly also, regardless of search or choice, the big 
corporations have sent their young minor executives and technicians to 
take up jobs and homes in branch plants and offices across the country, 
moving them periodically for experience or promotion and creating a 
new category of American transients. 

It does not follow that the migrating Americans find what they are 
looking for. In any deep sense many of them perhaps don’t. But to move 
is one way of breaking the fear of being caught. The feeling an Ameri¬ 
can dreads most is that of being "stuck”~hcld fast in the mud of an 
environment where everything seems stagnant. Jn many areas of Europe 
and the Far East this has been men’s destiny for centuries, but to an 
American it seems a violation of everything he has felt about life. The 
sensation of being trapped is the ultimate indignity. So he moves. And 
his moving keeps alive his sense of social possibility, the belief that 
something can happen; and as long as something can happen all is not 
lost. 

This hope and the accompanying mood of adventure are a clue to the 
impact the internal migrations have had on the American character 
They serve to explain why each new frontier, and especially the Far 
Western one, has been romanticized in the folk imagination. Buffalo 
Bill, Kit Carson and the other Indian Scouts, General Custer, the “silver 
kings” of the Comstock lode, and even “badmen” like Billy the Kid 
have become type figures of a tradition which has run itself out in the 
“Westerns,” the movies, and the pulp fiction. Yet they are part of an 
idealizing strain which has a deep beat of impulse and of which the 
Turner thesis itself was a kind of expression. 

How crucial a need the internal migrations serve for Americans was 
shown after the end of World War II, when a great surge of popidation 
resettlement carried millions of Americans westward in an unplanned 
and uncontrolled movement that seemed almost tropismatic. Through 
the shifting of established industries and the opening of new war in¬ 
dustries, the war was the spur to the reshuffling of the population. Its 
effect was especially great on the young veterans, many of whom found 
themselves training on the West Coast or shifting from there to the 
Pacific combat area. They saw places they had never seen, wiih a dif¬ 
ferent physical and social landscape, and they liked what they saw. At 
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the war's end they took their young wives and found work there. In a 
single decade Oregon’s population increased by almost 40 per cent and 
California’s by more than 50 per rent. Many of the migrants came from 
the prairie states, where the land had been ravaged by erosion and over- 
grazing and where opportunity seemed at an end. Many were young 
Negro veterans who swelled the Negro population of San Francisco, 
Seattle, and Portland. They brought new ways of thinking to normally 
conservative areas ami (hanged the political landscape of the states that 
became their new homes. 

Yet the continuing strain of rebirth in all these migrations is evident 
enough. The function seised in the days of the classical migration, by 
160 acres of open land available for the taking (to be sure, after the rail¬ 
roads and speculators had carved out their share), is now served by the 
shift in industrial location. The young veterans went west not because it 
was the West but because they found opportunities in new industries lo¬ 
cated near new sources of power and new markets. One ot the conse¬ 
quences of the idealization of the agrarian society of the frontier was to 
make it hardei for American social thought to deal with industrial re¬ 
ality. The fact is that for most Americans the movement ol social oppor¬ 
tunity has ter keep pace w T ith the movement of industries and the build¬ 
ing of power plants to harness hydroelectric energy. To explain why 
Americans move around as they do today, one would need a theory 
which took account of the relation between job opportunities, industrial 
location, the determination not to get stuck, the cultural images of the 
areas of growth, and the yearning for a home in which one can settle 
clown and get a sense of place. 

It is not easy to achieve a sense of place in a culture that is always 
teaiing everything up by the roots, but it is none the less important. In 
a big country you run the risk ot lecling lost, in a new country you run 
the risk of being anoiqmous, and the sense of place is a way of riveting 
yourself clown. For those who cannot achieve distinction by amassing 
money or power or prestige, the attachment to place becomes one w r ay of 
salvaging the individual identity. 

The sense of place is one form of the sense of belonging. Sometimes 
the attachment to the soil, linked with a clear position in the social 
hierarchy, is the most positive value a society can offer. T his was true in 
Europe in the Middle Ages, and in the pre-Givi! War South in America. 
But the breakup of European feudal society showed that men may want 
a sense of belonging more satisfying than the sense of place when it car¬ 
ries nothing else with it. The settlement of America came from the 
uprooting ol the rooted precapitalist European society which led to the 
long voyages across the seas. Out of this uprooting came a desire to strike 
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new roots. But the new roots could not be just any piece of land or any 
job in any locality. They had to satisfy what men were coming to de¬ 
mand of life in the new social climate of opportunity. In the case of 
America every value gets attached to this quest for fulfillment.,Thus, 
paradoxically, even the American sense of place is a dynamic one. 

Much of it is also nostalgic. When two Americans discover that they 
come from the same place, a spark is lit between them. And when an 
American finds that you have not heard of the place his family came 
from there is a sense of loss and almost of shock. It is not only that 
Plainville is thereby denied as if it had never existed but that the whole 
rich private experience that clusters about it is also denied. Thus the 
American feels doubly isolated. To be insensitive to these local associa¬ 
tions of his is to strip him of a portion of his personality. The dangers of 
a dynamic society are that they lead to a whittling down of those accre¬ 
tions which the sense of place gives to the personality. When you move 
from the place where you were known to one where you must make your 
way, you cling all the more to the memories of place. Thus in the wake 
of the Yankee migration, “New England societies” were scattered 
through New York and the Middle West, as far as California. In the be¬ 
wilderment that comes with the change of scale, pace, and tension, and 
the supplanting of face-to-face relations by impersonal ones, the place 
names and place memories that recall the simpler past have a powerful 
appeal. This was why Thomas Wolfe, moving from Asheville to New 
York, wove a sense of place into the web of time and memory with his 
haunting evocation in Look Homeward, Angel—“a stone, a leaf, an un¬ 
found door”—to express both his longing and his feeling of being lost. 

This sense of the past as a sense of place is not restricted to the rural 
memories. During the great period of city-building, from the 1870s to 
the 1890$, the town or city took over some of the affection associated 
with the frontier farmstead and village. It took on a personality pattern 
that stuck in the memory: the layout of the main streets, the residential 
section. Shantytown where the Negroes and the foreign slum-folk lived; 
the schools, dance places, movie houses, night amusement spots; the 
fancy districts which had about them the tang of the forbidden. In a 
novel like Booth Tarkington's The Magnificent Ambersons one gets 
something of this retrospective affection. Among these scenes one lived, 
with these one grew up, these one remembered long afterward, setting 
down the memories in stories and novels or in those sentimentalized au¬ 
tobiographies or parental biographies in which Americans delight. 

The retrospective loyalties, however, form only one of the main 
strands in the fiber of the American sense of place. The other is the con¬ 
temporary pride of belonging to a vivid, growing entity—the pride of 
boosterism, if you will. There is something fiercely assertive about com- 
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ing from Brooklyn or St. Paul, Kansas City or San Francisco, Maine or 
Oregon. A novel of manners or a Broadway comedy about Americans 
would scarcely run true to form if it did not have a character called 
"Tex" who holds forth with a genial persistence on the glories of the 
Lone Star Sta'e. There is an almost pathetic eagerness to find identifica¬ 
tion with the characteristic grandeurs and delights of your place, what¬ 
ever it be, and to draw from the stature you give it at least a cubit to 
add to your own stature and security. 


4. Natural Resources: the American Earth 

The love of place was the earliest loyalty brought to the American 
shores. The settlers came from countries of their own where they had 
loved the familiar land and skies and hills. The American landscape 
was strange, untidy, uncompassable; the continent was wild, of grand 
proportions, with a luxuriance of plant and animal life that struck all 
the early explorers who brought with them “the eye of discovery." 

There was the stretch of the Great Forest sweeping from the Atlantic 
dunes with few breaks to the deep interior, and then the stretch of the 
Great Plains and the long-grass prairie lands across the Ohio and Missis¬ 
sippi and Missouri to the foothills of the Rockies, and then the short- 
grass grazing lands and the mountains and deserts to the fertile valleys 
of the Pacific Coast, with another expanse of Great Forest northward 
along the coast. It was a land riven by mountain chains, from the Appa¬ 
lachian range in the East to the Sierra in the West, scarred by canyons, 
watered by broad and tumultuous rivers, with a climate that spanned all 
the intervals, from the frost of the North Country in the Great L§kes re¬ 
gion and the Far Northwest of the fur trappers to the mesas and table¬ 
lands of the Southwest, the bayous of Louisiana, and the tropical ever¬ 
glades and swamps of Florida. It was filled, when the settlers first found 
it, with a fecund vegetation and wildlife: buffalo herds, deer, elk and 
bears, wild pigeons and geese, alligators and catfish, cod, sturgeon and 
salmon; with dense canebrake and coarse slough grass and needle grass 
and bluegrass and stands of prairie dropseed and tall-growing saw¬ 
tooth sunflower. And there were the trees: fir and spruce, maple and 
birch and elm, chestnut, hickory, and the always incredible sequoias, 
and that aristocrat of all American trees—the great white pine. 

For the settlers who had come from the tidy landscapes of Europe, it 
was not a wholly comfortable sight and it had a touch of the frighten¬ 
ing. But it was the right kind of stage-set for the theme and proportions 
of the mighty drama to be enacted on it, perhaps contrived for that pur¬ 
pose by a Providential scenic designer with an eye for symbolism. It was 
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as if this myriad of landscapes swept up into one was ordained to harbor 
a myriad of stocks which wete in time to he welded into a single nation. 
Thus the later expansionist ciy ol "Manifest Destiny,” which was to 
rise from millions of throats as the nation pushed westward, w^is not 
only a shibboleth of jingoism but almost a tropism of the Ameiican 
earth, part ol the inner logic of a landscape too big to be limited by the 
historical accidents of settlement and sovereignty. The wild and lush 
landscape seemed to oiler to the eighteenth century mind, which per¬ 
sonified Nature with a capital N, a chaiter to build on the far-stretched 
continent a new social system swept clean of privilege, caste, and in¬ 
equity. to be governed by “the laws of Nature and of Nature's Cod.” 
This charter proved, for geneiations of Amciicans, a pathway to the un¬ 
checked exploiting of untapped resources and undreamed-of wealth and 
power. 

It is in this indirect sense, rather than that of direct conditioning, 
that the American landscape has helped shape the American national 
character. I use the term “landscape,” of course, not only in the decora¬ 
tive and aesthetic sense but as the total physical environment in its rela¬ 
tion to human living. Jt is roughly true that habitat tends to shape 
habit, although we don’t know just how or how much. Some recent stu¬ 
dents have tried to show how the “mighty Russian plain,” with its vast 
stretches, its extremes of protracted winter cold and intense summer 
heat, has carved the Russian people into a profile of intense extremes of 
revolutionary violence and docile endurance. Valid or not, such an ap¬ 
proach would be unfruitful lor the Americans, who are comparative 
newcomers and on whom the influence of earth, sky, and climate has not 
operated over centuries. That is why (although I am well aware of its 
dangers) I prefer to stress the indirect role of the American landscape as 
a bold setting for a venture in social construction. This had a subtle but 
no less powerful influence on American ideas. The environmental sil¬ 
houette of the landscape bears some relation to the cultural silhouette of 
American attitudes. On a continent of great richness of regional varia¬ 
tion it has been happily difficult to break down political recalcitrance and 
achieve complete centralization. Where Nature shows such extremes, it 
is not surprising that the image of an equilibrium should have come horn 
Newtonian thought in Europe with great force into the American Con¬ 
stitution and political system. And where the environment offered a 
hard challenge to settlement, the Darwinian idea of the survival of the 
fittest found a fertile social soil and helped shape a competitive social 
system. 

But the great theme of the American earth is the theme of its rich re¬ 
sources and how the Americans have used and abused them—not what 
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the land has done to the people but what the people have done to the 
land. In a money culture it is difficult to keep clear the distinction be¬ 
tween symbolic wealth and the real wealth of the nation. America has 
been fortunate in the abundance, diversity, quality, and distribution of 
its real wealth—not only the soil, climate, water, and wildlife but the 
minerals stored under the earth, the fossil-fuel energy of coal and oil, the 
natural gas, the hydroelectric eneigy, the rare mineials entering into 
atomic energy. 

In any calculus of the world’s resources—immediate, resetve, and po¬ 
tential—America leads the piocession of the nations, with even the Soviet 
Union following at a distance. Ameiica was estimated (1950) to have 30 
per cent of the world's harnessed water power and to produce 42 per 
cent of the world’s total electrical power from all sources—about 430 
billion kilowatt hours (western Europe produced 25 per cent, the Soviet 
Union 8 per cent). It used 60 per cent of the world's total petroleum 
production and 25 per cent ol its total coal production; its per-capita 
use of electrical energy from all sources increased from 455 kilowatt- 
hours in 1921 to 3,000 kilowatt-hours in 1954. and its per-capita use of 
total mechanical eneigy was roughly like that derived from burning 
eight tons ol coal for every person. I his was si* times the per-capita 
average (or the rest of the wen Id, rbo times the per-capita use of energy 
in Asia (not including Japan), eight times what Japan used, and more 
than triple what Europe used. 

The picture ol American fossil fuel reserves and future supplies and 
uses of industrial eneigy is a complex one. A 1938 survey showed America 
as having an estimated 3,200 billion tons of coal of all giades in reserve, 
out of 7,300 billion tons lor the world. America bad more than half the 
bituminous reserves of the world hut a small portion of the anthracite. 
Some have talked much too optimistically of a 2,000- to 3,000-year sup¬ 
ply of coal for Ameiica, hut this overlooks the fact that probably only a 
tenth of the reserves may be economically minable, and it assumes pres¬ 
ent levels of energy consumption, which is an untenable assumption. As 
population and living standaids go up, as the quantity and quality of 
fossil fuels go down, there will be greater demands on a lessened supply, 
and greater energy will be required to get at the available further energy. 
America produces almost two billion barrels of oil a year and uses seven 
billion; its estimated oil reserves are some fifty-five billion barrels, a ninth 
of the world s oil reserves. Unless the new geophysicists spot still undis¬ 
covered oil domes, the American reserves will not last beyond 1950, but 
new processes of convening coal, natural gas, and shale oil into liquid 
fuel are likely to become feasible. America in 1950 had a proved reserve 
of 180 trillion cubic feet of natural gas, which was about fifty times its 
rate of use, but by 1950 the annual volume siphoned off into pipelines 
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and distributed over the country was likely to double, and, increasingly, 
chemicals as well as liquid fuels were being manufactured from natural 
gas close to the site of the reserves. America also had zinc, lead, bauxite, 
tin, tungsten, and molybdenum, although the reserves of ail of these 
were precarious. It had limestone and aluminum clays and brown lead 
ores from which new processes will be able to extract new uses. 

The great event that lies ahead in the use of American mineral and 
energy resources is the shift to new sources of supply, new kinds of en¬ 
ergy, new modes of conversion. Harrison Brown, writing about Ameri¬ 
can mineral consumption, points out that there is an annual per-capita 
flow of 1,260 pounds of steel through production lines, with eight tons 
of steel in per-capita use, and both amounts steadily rising. There are 
sharply diminishing reserves of iron, aluminum, copper, sulphur, and 
the ore seams have to be followed deep underground. The prospects are 
that these ores will have to be extracted from ordinary rock, and the 
energy for extracting them will be atomic energy. The supplies of the 
great energy sources—coal, petroleum, natural gas—are finite and ex¬ 
haustible, and their place is likely to be taken by atomic anil solar 
power. The uranium and thorium needed for atomic energy can, if 
necessary, be extracted from the plentiful granite. As Brown puts it, “the 
basic raw materials for the industries of the future will be sea water, air, 
ordinary rock, sedimentary deposits of limestone and phosphate rock, 
and sunlight.” Thus, while in a sense America is becoming a "have-not” 
nation, increasingly dependent on foreign imports for crucial minerals, 
its resources, under the conditions of an expanding technology, may 
prove enough to fill its reasonable needs. 

As for the soil and what grows on it, the American endowment is 
great. Of its 1.9 billion acres of land, nearly a fifth (400 million) is used 
for crops, about a half (900 million) for pasture and grazing, and less 
than a third (600 million) is farm woodland and forest. Despite the de¬ 
nuding of the Great Forest, there are still big timber stands on the Pa¬ 
cific Coast, in California, Washington, and especially Oregon. There are 
nine-feet-high cornfields in Iowa and a vast stretch of wheat land on the 
Great Plains from Texas through Minnesota. There are the cotton and 
tobacco fields .of the South and the lush valleys of the Pacific slope. 
America has all but conquered the problem of mass hunger that plagued 
men through history. There were many areas in the world where the 
soil was better cared for than in America, and where intensive cultiva¬ 
tion made the yield higher. But with their skills of science and machin¬ 
ery the Americans applied (in the Keynesian phrase) a different kind of 
“multiplier”—other than sheer human toil—to the fertility of the soil it¬ 
self. Thus the United States became the granary and breadbasket for many 
areas of the world where feudal land tenure, ignorance of soil tech- 
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niques, and lack of capital equipment allowed the good arable land to 
go wretchedly unused. 

For more than a century after the founding of the Republic there was 
a complacent assumption that Nature’s plenty need not be guarded and 
would resist forever the withering hand of time and man. Americans 
have had a self-confidence and self-admiration on the score of their re¬ 
sources that few other peoples could match. The record of civilization 
runs against the hope that Americans will learn where others have not. 
In Asia, Africa, and the Mediterranean areas there is the story of the 
using up and disintegration of the environment as a productive system. 
One thinks of the “classical deserts” of North Africa and the Middle 
East, where (as Ritchie Calder puts it) “some fifteen civilizations, cul¬ 
tures, or empires foundered in the dust of their own creation.” Over- 
dramatically, one may speak of the protracted large-scale plundering of 
the American earth and ask who were the plunderers. 

I he answer may be found in a combination of land hunger, greed, 
haste, and planlessness. Many of the settlers came from areas in Europe 
where land was cramped, holdings small, and the laws of succession rigid. 
The yield of the American grasslands and forestland when first tamed by 
the plow was richer than human dream. The early settlers felled the big 
trees, cutting over and burning over the forest, “deadening" the ever- 
larger clearings. Leaving badly damaged soil behind, they kept moving 
westward to virgin soil. On much of this American farmers have kept the 
yield high by crop rotation and the skillful replacement of the soil's 
properties. But there are also millions of acres where the methods used 
were those of ruthless “soil-mining,” as if the soil were a repository of 
fossil fuels to be extracted from it and then good-by. The single-crop 
system of wheat, coin, and cotton impoverished the land, the complex 
bundle of organic processes that held the plains together was broken, 
and the denuded earth was left exposed to dust storms that blew it 
away and floods that washed the richness of the topsoil down into the 
rivers and seas. It has been estimated that three of the nine inches of 
topsoil that the American Continent possessed in Colonial times have 
been destroyed, most of it since the Civil War. 

What happened to the wheat and corn lands happened also to the 
cattle lands. The opening of the great grazing plains caught the world's 
imagination, and to many in Europe the American cowboy with his 
horse and lasso and six-shooter became the type figure symbolizing the 
derring-do of the American. But deterioration set in with the great live¬ 
stock boom that followed the Civil War. The Western lands were over¬ 
stocked and overgrazed by cattle and sheep, until now their grazing ca¬ 
pacity is less than half of what it was; erosion by wind and water set in; 
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dust storms came, and droughts, and “deserts on the march.” The valley 
bottoms of the Southwest were gutted by eiosion, with thousands of 
arroyos cut into them. The result is that the grazing areas of the West 
are today the slowest areas of population growth, and the young people 
are abandoning them. 

Pei haps the most tragic phase was the devastation of the forests. 
America lost nine tenths of its timber to insects, forest fnes, and—most of 
all—ruthless cutting. A good chunk of the mythology of Ameiica, and 
some ot the folk heroes like Paid Runyan, came out of the lumber camps 
and logging But alter the romance had tarnished there remained only 
the pathos ol the predaceous. The lumber barons stripped the land of 
its trees with a fervor that made huge timber fortunes and then moved 
on to virgin timber. With the lorests gone and the hills cut away, the 
laud was despoiled ol its stiength, Hoods and drought followed, and the 
small farmer had to move on with the moving deserts. Paul Bunyan was 
succeeded by the “Okies” and by Steinbeck’s joads. In 1918 Americans 
were cutting almost six trees for evety one that was replanted, and the 
denuding reached tight up to the last frontier of the Oregon timber 
stand. The more responsible companies are now treating trees like crops, 
to be farmed and replaced, but there aie still “gyppo” outfits that "cut 
out and run," never replanting what they have destroyed. To make it 
worse, the cattlemen are moving up on the tiees, seeking to take over for 
“private enterprise” the gtazing lands of the national lorests, situated on 
the high-country watersheds. 

T hus the hunger for land and profits and the blind application of 
laissez fairs in an area where it makes no sense have left little room 
either for a revetencc toward the American earth or a wisdom about its 
long-range use. Some daemonic force seemed to be driving Americans on 
to despoil the land and its resources. Mark Twain’s Gilded Age depicted 
caustically the interweaving of public lands, legislative btibery, and real- 
estate promotion in the post Civil War days. The dramatic “land-rush” 
episodes of the Cimmaron novels and the technicolor movies have 
blotted out the uncomfortable fact that the lion’s share of the public 
lands went in handouts and bounties to the railroad companies and 
were otherwise caught up in speculation. The speculative spirit, applied 
to the wheat crops, was the theme of Frank Norris’s highly dramatic 
novels, The Pit and The Octopus , which were not too far from the truth 
in describing the soil’s product and the fate of growers and consumers 
alike as the playthings of the commodity exchanges and the railroads. 

In the case of the oil lands, which furnish the power for America’s 
motor civilization, the history of the industry has also been one of get- 
and-grab-and-squeeze-dry. The “rule of capture,” carried over by analogy 



NATURAL RESOURCES: THE AMERICAN EARTH J09 

irom a legal system adapted to a hunting economy, gave the oil to what¬ 
ever producer pumped it first out of the ground. Each oilman thus had 
to run his well at maximum to drain off as much as possible from the 
common underground reservoir, and to meet this piracy of oil-snipping 
his neighbors had to build offset wells. The result was a ghastly waste, as 
well as competitive overproduction, with only a to per cent recovery of 
oil in the early years. Eventually a "proration” system was wotked out 
between groups of owners under government regulation, but not before 
the oil supplies had spouted much of their richness into the sky. 

An ironic later phase in the natural history of the American land ex¬ 
pressed the hunger for "real estate" to be "developed” and “turned 
over" at a quick profit. The extreme symbol of this was the Florida land 
boom of the 1920s, when the drive to use the land not for its products 
but for quick speculative riches reached manic and even comic propor¬ 
tions. A1 the end of the boom all involved found themselves stripped of 
the paper empires they had dreamed up, with their grandiose real-estate 
developments memoiiali/ed only by a few stieet signs and billboaids still 
standing in the surrounding emptiness, promising urban glories to come. 
Incidentally, many of them did come in time, in the more moderate and 
sustained boom of the 1940s and 1950s. 

The story of the gold lands is similarly symbolic. When California 
gold was discoveied the "gold rush" was a dramatic sign of the whole 
feverish efroit to scoop riches out of the earth. The gold flowed into cir¬ 
culation and served as base for a pyramid of credit and capital such as 
no economy has ever built. American investments and the tavorable 
American trade balance, like a lodestone, drew most of the remaining 
gold lrom tlie rest of the world to be stored again, by a fateful cycle of 
return, in the American earth. 

The profile of the use of Ameiican resources is actually much more of 
a mixed picture than this suggests. To the theme of past plunder and 
exploitation must be added the theme of the present efforts at conserva¬ 
tion and the accelerated discovery of new energy sources. Americans are 
adept at using up very fast the resources that cannot be restored and at 
developing new ones. It was nor until the turn of the twentieth century, 
with Theodore Roosevelt and Gifford Pinchot, and later with George 
W. Norris and Franklin Roosevelt, that the conservationists tried to 
make Americans aware of the effects of years of haste, waste, and ruth¬ 
lessness. Recently the conservation movement has entered a new phase: 
not only to prevent the abuse of resources hut to realize their lull po¬ 
tential. The problems of conserving the soil are being grappled with, 
especially through contour farming, terracing, strip cropping, irrigation. 
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crop rotation, and the planting of tree shelter belts. Beyond that is the 
larger planning of conservation by approaching an entire watershed as a 
unit. 

But the canker of heedlessness and greed has not been rooted out. 
One of the prime facts about natural resources in America, unlike the 
case in most other cultures, is that they are for the most part privately 
owned and exploited. The America of the mid-1950s seems largely to 
have forgotten the experience of the post-Civil War years and to be un¬ 
doing much of the work of the New Deal years. Caught up in a com¬ 
placent confidence that America had found the secret to the best use of 
its resources, and that private owners deserved the rich prizes because 
they made the best use of them for the public benefit, Congress and the 
state legislatures gave generously out of the national largess. The for¬ 
mula usually involved the transfer of resources from Federal to state con¬ 
trol or to private associations of producers. Thus the rich offshore oil 
deposits, especially off the coast of Louisiana, Texas, and California, and 
much of the grazing land in the public domain were transferred to the 
states, which in turn made them available to private exploitation. The 
transfer of the oil deposits was not achieved without a bitter political 
fight and a Congressional act that overrode the Supreme Court decisions, 
but huge sums were at stake and big interests involved, and the outcome 
could not be doubted. The control of the grazing lands came into the 
hands of cattlemen's associations that were in effect private “guilds”— 
para political organizations which were able to outmaneuver the politi¬ 
cal bureaucrats when they could not win them over. In the case of 
hydroelectric power there was a rollback of the New Deal effort to build 
giant dams under public auspices, to furnish power to private and 
municipal consumers, and under the impact of the Hoover Commission 
reports even the great achievement of the TVA was not regarded as 
wholly immune to this rollback. 

Water has done more than any other element to force on the Ameri¬ 
can a unitary approach to his environment and its resources. If Jean 
Brunhes was right, that “every human enterprise is a mixture of a little 
bit of humanity, a little bit of soil, and a little bit of water,” it is the 
water that has proved most difficult. It forms—with droughts, erosion, 
and floods—an indivisible water complex. The rains, vdth no trees or 
vegetation to hold them in the earth, grow into floods. The eroded soil, 
washed away by torrents, flows down in millions of tons along the rivers, 
becoming silt, clogging up the river channels, creating new floods. But 
the flood-control programs have to compete for Federal funds with 
programs for irrigation and reclamation. To top it off, there is the 
problem of water scarcity. With the falling water tables and mounting 
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industrial water demands, areas like Southern California, the Texas 
Panhandle, the Southwestern states, Illinois, New Jersey, and New 
York have been threatened by periodic water famines. The legal prob¬ 
lem of who gets how much of what water is available has led to a water 
imperialism, with protracted wars between communities and sometimes 
whole states for the control of the watersheds of the great rivers, and 
with attempted water grabs by those who have been called the “Water- 
Seekers.” 

It has become clear that the best answer to this bundle of water 
problems is to approach it as a unit. It is to consider the whole river- 
valley area enclosed and interlaced by the waters as an entity demanding 
social and engineering solutions which involve the land and the peo¬ 
ple, agriculture and hydroelectric power and industry, as parts of the 
indivisible water complex. Not that every American river and river 
basin is like every other. Their individual forms are unique and each 
must be studied for its uniqueness, as the Water Resources Policy Com¬ 
mission did in its study of ten American river basins. But the pattern of 
interrelations is inescapable. It applies to the Columbia Basin, to the 
Missouri and the Tennessee, to the Central Valley of California, to the 
Rio Grande and the Colorado, to the Connecticut and the Potomac, to 
the Alabama Coosa and the Ohio Basin. 

The interrelations are those between an exacting, if also a munificent, 
natural environment and the conditions of an industrial civilization in 
an Age of Power. Put in another way, they are the relations between 
the natural and social landscapes of the American continent. Americans 
have put the concept into practice in the functioning of the TVA, an 
American invention which is being adapted to river-basin regions in 
India and the Middle East. A central feature of the TVA is the multiple- 
purpose dam—for Hood control, irrigation, land reclamation, and the 
generating of hydroelectric power. Not surprisingly, the extension of 
the TVA idea to the other American river-basin areas was bitterly 
fought by the power companies and their legislative champions. Even¬ 
tually the multiple purpose dam and the single-river-basin approach 
carry a force which will be hard to resist, since the irrepressible logic 
of the Power Age will prove stronger even than the power empires. The 
new industries that mark out the line of industrial growth—aviation, 
chemicals, light metals, alloys, electronics, atomic energy—are insatiable 
consumers of power. To meet their demands, and at the same time to 
meet the problems of the whole river basin and its needs, is one of the 
new imperatives of American life, going be)ond party politics and the 
ideology of either private or government enterprise. Whether it is the 
Norris Dam that is involved, or Shasta or Grand Coulee or Hell's 
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Canyon, they are not likely to be wished away or cramped into crippling 
economic forms. 

To do so would he like a man nude fotging of Nature's authentic 
signature. Nor would it make political sense to the most conservative 
groups in American life—the farmer and the small businessman, who 
ate among the new customeis teat the powei generated by the multi¬ 
purpose dam For rural families in the TVA area or the Pacific North¬ 
west, cheaply available electricity means the farm resolution, the 
kitchen revolution, and the communicadons revolution—that is to say. 
a generator, a deep freeze, and a TV set. For the small businessman, as 
has been shown in the Tennessee Valles, it means community purchas¬ 
ing power for his products. 1 he I Y.\ has gisen new meaning to the 
idea of a region and of regional planning by keeping alive the inter¬ 
relatedness of the region’s needs, sinews, and potential growth. 

I stress the exploring of lutme potentials here rather than the con¬ 
serving of past resources. What we count as resources changes with the 
changing industrial arts. Americans have been of a twofold mind on 
the question of their natural resources. They neglected and wasted 
them, peihaps with the comforting conviction that “the ravens will 
provide”; and when they discovered the extent of their waste they grew 
panicky and gave themselves to an intense conservation movement. 
At the same time they are basically future-minded, dwelling not so much 
on the Great Estate they have inherited as on continuing inventories 
and forecasts of “needs and resources.” Along with being future-minded 
and potential-minded, Americans are abundance-minded, as befitting 
(in Potter’s phrase) a “people of plenty." Despite acute periodic attacks 
of guilt and panic, they have never taken seriously either the doctrine 
of closed space or the doctrine of exhausted resources. Even their haste 
and their predations against Nature were part of their basic optimism: 
men who are continually in motion and hope to transform themselves 
and their fortunes are unlikely to balk at defacing and transforming 
their env ironment. 

A half century ago ITenrv Adams saw r the coming of “the new Ameri¬ 
can—the child of incalculable coal power, chemical power, electric 
power, and radiating energy, as well as of new forces yet undetermined,” 
and predirted that he would be “a sort of God compared with any 
former creature of nature.” For all his pessimism and his pose as an 
archaism in a new society, Adams and his “law of acceleration” in his¬ 
tory expressed as well as foretold the crescendo of energy development. 
In 150 years America has increased perhaps fifty or sixty times its per- 
capita energy' production from fossil fuels and water power, as compared 
with the America of 1800, which was mainly a consumer of wood fuel 
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—and the process continues. The Paley Commission of 1952 reported 
that since World War I the U.S. had swallowed up larger quantities 
of mineral fuels and of most metals than had been used in the whole 
span of world history. But the expanding skills of scientists also en¬ 
abled them to discover synthetics, plastics, and electronics, and to open 
up a new dimension in the peaceful potentials of atomic energy. There 
was, of course, still one area of great vulnerability in the armor of re¬ 
sources within which America was encased. It was its dependence on 
foreign sources of supply for many of its strategic raw materials, such 
as tin and arsenic, manganese, zinc, bauxite, titanium. But this was a 
weakness only in the event of another world war—which in itself would 
destroy the whole fragile frame of technology, transport, and industry 
which gives American resources their meaning. The other area of 
vulnerability—the danger that population growth will outrun resources 
—was real enough, but it applied less to America than to the crowded 
and underdeveloped areas of the world. 

America has the resources for its present and future needs, if it has 
the will to use them fully and the social imagination to use them 
equitably. What it is in danger of forgetting is that, w'hether in an in¬ 
dustrial or agrarian society, in an age of giant power or of forest clear¬ 
ings, the web between man and his environment is broken only at his 
peril. The final issue goes beyond the waste or conservation of resources. 
It is the issue of basic attitude. Whether through land hunger or riches 
hunger the frontiersman rifled and used up as he went, w'as always in a 
hurry, dreamed of empires. The speculators, city-builders and empire- 
builders followed in his track, and the scientist kept pace with them, 
promising to think up new synthetic products when the old resources 
were used up. Despite the influence of the natural environment on the 
American mind, what was lacking in every case was a reverence for 
Nature. 

Naturalists speak of the “hydrologic cycle” by which rain is im¬ 
prisoned in the soil, drained into the rivers and oceans, returned to the 
atmosphere, and once more released for human use. They speak also 
of the “biotic cycle,” the similar web and sequence of the growth of 
plant life and its use by man, and the return of its waste products and 
chemical properties to the soil to become once more parts of tire cycle of 
organic growth. But encompassing both there is the balance of nature 
and man, by which man is sustained by the environment but only on 
condition that he should not murderously waste his Great Estate but 
"dress it and keep it.” When the American loses the reverence for the 
American earth to which he is bound he- loses more than his resources. 
He loses his meaning and his capacity to sustain a gieat civilization 
with its curious and ephemeral network of ways. 
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5. Human Resources: Population Profile 

Observers who traveled across the American Continent in the*mid- 
1950s were usually impressed by two quantitative things they saw— 
the number of automobiles and TV sets, and the number of babies. The 
notable fact here is that a materialist America, which might have been 
expected to choose higher living standards rather than larger families, 
defied the diagnosticians and chose both. Characteristically the Ameri¬ 
cans themselves spoke of their “baby boom" as if it were little different 
from a housing boom or a boom in uranium stocks. Yet beneath the 
flipness of the phrase the “baby boom” half revealed and half concealed 
a dramatic revolution that overturned many accepted ideas and ex¬ 
pectations about American population trends. 

To students of civilization there are certain indices of its vitality. 
Borrowing and broadening an early English phrase that was restricted 
to a census, we may speak of these as a Domesday inventory of a people 
in its crucial demographic phases: its numbers, its birth rate, its death 
rate, its population growth, its average life span, its family size, its age 
distribution, its occupational and educational composition, its physical 
and psychic health, and the food, housing, and welfare of its people. 
Of these the crucial ones are the birth rate, the death rate, and popula¬ 
tion growth. The bugbear of the historians of civilization has long 
been the static society, or “stationary state.” 

Not surprisingly, most Americans share this view and get uneasy 
when there are signs of the slowing up of their population growth. 
Like some other Western peoples, they feel that a decrease in the rate 
of growth is somhow bad and an increase somehow good. Partly this 
may be an expression of the cult of numbers. But it is also a recognition 
that civilizations are organic and that when their inner sources of popu¬ 
lation strength dry up there will be a drying up of their national 
energies. History furnishes instances of peoples that failed to reproduce 
themselves, either because their birth rate was too low or their death 
rate too high. Hence the anxiety evoked by scholars in the 1930$ and 
1940s who talked about a “population cycle” in the history of every 
civilization and made projections for America showing the arc of popu¬ 
lation growth flattening out between 1950 and 1955. When the 1950 and 
*955 figures stubbornly refused to follow the projections and took a 
sharp upturn, there was a general sense of relief, rightly or wrongly, 
among those who felt it to be a vindication of America’s inner strength 
and an affirmation of the future. Instead of the population cycle deter¬ 
mining the arc of the American life force, it turned out that the life 
force had something to do with shaping the population cycle. 
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Some of the earlier commentators on America had proved sounder 
prophets. Writing as “Poor Richard" in the 1780s, Benjamin Franklin 
addressed a prospectus to immigrants in the form of "Information to 
Those Who Would Remove to America”: “From the salubrity of the 
air," he wrote, “the healthiness of the climate, and plenty of good 
provisions, and the encouragement to early marriages and by die cer¬ 
tainty of subsistence in cultivating the earth, the increase of inhabitants 
by natural generation is very rapid in America, and becomes still more 
so by the accession of strangers.” Franklin was justified by history: the 
upwaid curve of population came not only from immigration but also 
because marriages were early, the opening of new land put a premium 
on large families to supply labor, the economy of plenty made them 
possible, and the new immigration was largely of men and women in the 
childbearing age group. 

Writing in the late 1830s, a half century later, Alexis de Tocqueville 
made a bold prediction of American population growth. “The time 
will come,” he wrote at the end of the first volume of Democracy in 
America, “when 150 millions of men will be living in North America, 
equal in condition, the progeny of one race, owing their origin to the 
same cause, and preserving the same civilization, the same language, 
the same religion, the same habits, the same manners, imbued with the 
same opinions, propagated under the same forms. The rest is uncertain, 
but this is certain: and it is a fact new to the woild—a fact fraught with 
such portentous consequences as to baffle the efforts even of the imagi¬ 
nation.” The 1950 census figures showed Dq Tocqucville’s prophecy 
amply fulfilled. By 1957 the figures reached 170 million and were growing. 

At one point there was strong evidence of a slackening of pace, when 
the feitility rate showed a marked decline between 1920 and 19^6. The 
twenties and thirties were crucial years for America. Economic collapse, 
coming abruptly after top-pitch prosperity, produced a crisis of faith 
in the American experience. There was increased knowledge and use of 
contraception, and the size of the family unit dwindled. A study by 
Dennis Wrong showed that the "differential fertility” between the edu¬ 
cated upper-income groups and the lower-income groups had been 
narrowing since 1910, and narrowed sharply during the Depression of 
the thirties. Thus the rationalistic approach to childbearing was reach¬ 
ing even the lower-income groups. In the “competition between con¬ 
sumers goods and children,” as one writer put it, the children seemed 
to be losing out. From 1925 to 1945 there was considerable agreement 
that a long-range trend was in process and that the curve of growth 
would continue to flatten out: the Census estimate as late as 1946 was 
that a peak of 165 million would be reached in 1946. All the signs 
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pointed to what some of the demographers called an “incipient decline” 
ot the growth potential of American population. 

SurpiKingly, the fertility rates increased sharply after 1940, and by 
194-, the increase was clear enough to cause a shift in the estimates. 
Alter reaching a low of 16.6 per thousand in 1933—the clepfh ol the 
Great Depicssion—the birth rate moved to 17.9 in 1940 and reached 
a high of iij.8 in 11)47. From 2.3 million births in 1933, the number 
rose to 39 million in 1947 and exceeded 4 million in 1954 and 1955. 
The population, which had been 130 million in 1940, grew by 35 
million rn fifteen years without much help from immigration. 

I emphasize this episode because it is a commentary on the danger 
of approaching a living civilization mechanically. The scientists figured, 
quite understandably, that the decrease in the American death rate 
had pretty much reached its limits, that the doors of immigration were 
closed, and that the declining trajectory of the birth rate was dearly 
dernarked. But while one can confidently study things, it is harder to 
mark out a path for the aberrant and incalculable ways of people. The 
scientists were right in saying that as people move from rural areas into 
the city their birth rate falls; that as women get jobs and careers and 
find something other to do than bearing and rearing children, it falls 
further; that as living standards rise they crowd out babies. But the 
sequel proved them wrong, because they had failed to look at an im¬ 
portant factor. Commenting in 195 4 on a paper by Joseph S. Davis 
(who had seen the new trend earlier than most), Frank W. Notestein 
looked back at the miscalculations ol his fellow craftsmen: “Too much 
attention was paid to more than a century of experience with declining 
birth rates. . . . Too little consideration w'as given to the possibility 
that the processes of lamilv formation, which had hitfterto shown re¬ 
markable stability, might change with unexpected speed.” 

What this comes to is that American life purposes and attitudes are 
still in flux, as restless as the migrant movements of the people them¬ 
selves. Population growth depends on the relation between fertility and 
mortality rates. America bad made great strides in decreasing infant 
mortality, but for a while it seemed to run into a declining birth rate. 
There is a plausible explanation for the reversal of this decline in the 
war years, since girls preferred to marry and start their babies before 
their men went off to battle. The deferment of fathers helped, and so 
did the chance of young married veterans to go to college on the G.I. 
Bill of Rights at government expense. Yet the trend continued even 
after the end of the war. And while it is true that American family 
formation changed in the late 1930s and the 1940s, behind this change 
was a more fundamental change in values and in the images of self 
which American men and women had. 
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I have said that the stark (ontrast between the prosperity of the 
twenties and the economic collapse of the thirties produced a crisis of 
faith in young Americans. This ctisis was somehow met and mastered 
in the New Deal yeats and those of the defense boom and full em¬ 
ployment that lollowed, with results that started to show themselves in 
1940. The decrease in mortality rates was a matter of science, but the 
increase in birth rates, at a time when birth control was readily avail¬ 
able to most, was a matter of faith in living. Having babies is always a 
form of risk m giving hostages to fortune, and in modern ‘‘rational" 
societies it is not undertaken without a faith in the future to which 
the hostages are committed. With the restoration of employment and 
income, and the emergence of more leisure in a setting ol suburban liv¬ 
ing, young Americans took an attitude towarci babies baffling to everyone 
but themselves. They grew old-fashioned about babies and family size 
just when evetyont* was expecting them to be very modern and very 
cynical. As for the young wife, she belongs to a generation of women 
who have decided to have their children first and to think of using their 
talents in a career on the side or'after the children are grown. The 
danger of a dec lining birth rate was a strategic one in the upper-middle 
and professional classes, and among the artistic and intellectual groups, 
since their standards and attitudes tended in time to permeate the other 
classes Since 1940 there has been a marked increase in fertility rates in 
these crucial gioups. 

I have spoken of the changing image of the self as a clue to the 
riddle of why Americans breed as fast or as slow as they do. This is a 
solemn way of saying what young Americans mepn when they say “it’s 
fun" to marry young, to have babies instead of going childless (the de¬ 
mand for children for adoption is evidence of a feeling of pang about 
the childless family), to have two children instead of one or three in¬ 
stead of two, to buy a house in a suburb and get a car and raise a family, 
to put down roots, to be a "man in a gray flannel suit" who faces his 
responsibilities, to be the woman who meets his train in a station wagon 
with the children.. “It’s fun" even for the higher educational and liv¬ 
ing-standard groups, perhaps especially for them, since they live on a 
sharper edge of the search for happiness in life. To guess how these 
images of self—which are formed by converging lines of tendency from 
every part of the culture-will turn out a generation hence is to guess 
about the future climate of hope or despair, and what atomic energy 
and the automatic factory and office will do to employment, and what 
the ever-expanding scope of leisure and the rising living standards will 
do to the fertility rate. 

The story of the American mortality tate is as important in popula¬ 
tion growth and composition as that of the birth rate, although it has 
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offered less difficulty for analysis and projection. In the century from 
1850 to 1950 the American population increased more than sixfold, 
partly because of the high immigration factor through the 1920s but 
mainly because of a decreasing death rate, especially since 1900, that 
responded to better medical care and advances in diet, clothing, hous¬ 
ing, living standards, and public health. In America, as elsewhere in 
the world picture in recent centuries, the mortality rate was a more 
dynamic factor in population growth than was the birth rate. An 
American mortality rate that was 17.2 per thousand in 1900 decreased 
to 12 in 1920 and to 9.6 per thousand in 1950. The reduction of infant 
mortality changed drastically what had been for centuries the "natural” 
profile of age composition, increasing the number of those who reached 
the reproducing age, thus providing an unprecedented growth potential. 
The mortality reductions have been dramatic for women in childbirth 
(6.47 per 1,000 live births in 1927 to 0.76 in 1951), for babies in the 
year after birth (from a death rate of 65 out of every 1,000 in 1927 to 
29 in 1951), and in general for all Americans (less so for Negroes) below 
forty-five. There have also been decreases in the mortality rates for 
those above sixty. If there are to be further reductions, they will have 
to come chiefly in the middle years, between forty-five and sixty, thiough 
an attack on the tension diseases which hit Americans in those years. 

There remains to draw a profile of the recent changes in the make-up 
and distribution of the American population. In increasing the life 
span, the new medical techniques and the declining death late have 
swelled America’s population profile at both ends of the age-gioup 
distribution. A child at birth now has a far better chance of growing up 
(95 per cent reach at least the age of fifteen); a man or woman reaching 
sixty-five has a better chance of hanging on tenaciously. In the single 
decade from 1940 to 1950, the number of children under ten increased 
by almost 40 per cent, as compared with a total population increase 
of less than 15 per cent. In 1950 there were twenty-six million Americans 
over fifty-five -an increase of 30 per cent in a decade. The number over 
sixty-five grew from three million in 1900 (4 per cent of the population) 
to thirteen million in 1952 (over 8 per cent), and the likelihood is that 
it will reach 10 per cent in a generation. In the past half century, while 
the population doubled, the number over sixty-five increased fourfold. 

These two trends—the conserving of children and the prolonging 
of life—have had effects on America that go beyond the crowding of 
maternity hospitals and school facilities, the craze for Hopalong Cas¬ 
sidy, space cadets, and Davy Crockett, and the development of geriatrics 
as a major branch of medicine. They have given America the paradoxi¬ 
cal aspect of being a nation at once of the young and the elderly. And 
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they have changed much of American thinking by changing the life 
expectancy. In the half century after 1900 the expectancy of an Ameri¬ 
can male increased by twenty-one years; in the fourteen years from 
1937 to 1951 it went up from sixty to sixty-eight and a half years. Im¬ 
perceptibly the shift is producing changed attitudes toward older people 
and toward the pace of life: since a longer life is accessible to more 
people, there is a slowing down of pace in order to woo it and 
achieve it. There are even a number of Ameiican thinkers who are 
saying boldly that the problem of death can be conquered. 

There are, of course, laments over America's becoming a country for 
the old. The median age lose by almost ten years in seventy-five years, 
from 20.9 in 1880 to a little over thirty in the early 1950s; since then 
it has declined a bit because of the continuing flood of births. But one 
wonders why a relatively high median age is thought undesiiable, and 
what there is so special about a low one. The youthfulncss of a popula¬ 
tion may be purchased by early death as well as by birth: it has meant 
historically in any culture that life was brief and pathetic, with little 
technological or medical development. In Asia, a newly bom child is 
less likely to reach the age of fifteen than lie would be in America to 
icach sixty-five. The extension of life expectancy ghes the individual 
a chance to fulfill his promise; it gives the culture a large proportion 
of people who can spend their productive years in work. As for the 
Ameiicans no longer being a "young” people, the answer is that words 
are culturally conditioned, and the population changes have also 
changed the meaning of “young" and "old.” The span of youth in 
America has been stretched into the late forties, and the span of middle 
age into the late sixties, where the margin of old age now begins. Only 
in industry is it still hard for a man or woman over forty-five to get a 
job, but even there the old ways of thinking are beginning to yield.* 

I have spokenf of the recent population shifts between states and 
regions, and between rural and urban areas. In these shifts the move¬ 
ments of migration are generally mote important than birth rates. The 
seven fastest-growing states in the decade of the forties -California, 
Arizona, Florida, Nevada, Oregon, Washington, and Maryland—had 
greater increases from migration than from births. The four states that 
lost population—Mississippi, Arkansas, North Dakota, Oklahoma—had 
high birth rates but suffered the greatest migration loss. In general, if 
it were only a matter of birth and death figures, the Southern states 
would be the fastest-growing ones: the birth rate of the Negroes and 
of the "poor whites” is high. But except for states like Florida, many of 

• For a further discussion of the older age groups in America, and the problems 
of aging, see Ch. VIII, Sec. 7 , "The Middle and End of the Journey." 

t See Sec. 3 , “People in Motion." 
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the young people—white as well as Negro—are leaving the South, and 
the movement West continues. The freedom of internal migration 
makes it possible for population to adjust itself flexibly between the 
areas of high birth rate and low economic opportunity and those of 
low birth rate and high economic opportunity. * 

There is an important population shift away from the farms and 
small towns to the cities, and a shift in turn from the big cities to the 
suburbs on their periphery. The net result for the big-city cores, ex¬ 
cept in the areas of population boom, showed only minor gains. But on 
the margins of the big cities, where mass-produced houses could be 
bought with all the equipment of the “kitchen revolution,” where 
autos brought people to their city jobs and recreation, and TV sets 
filled their leisure time at home, the population grew lushly. There 
was a double recoil against the stagnation of the farm and small town 
and against the rootless and frenetic quality of big-city living. Ameri¬ 
cans launched not a back-to-the-farm movement, as in the days of the 
Roman Principate, but a movement forward to the conditions under 
which they could have the best of both worlds.* 

There has been a steady decline in the proportion of the foreign- 
born in the American population. By 1955 it included not much over 
6 per cent of the people: the time is close when only a small fraction 
of Americans will have been born on foreign soil, and when the per¬ 
centage of foreign-born in the South in 1955 (about li/g per cent) will 
apply throughout the nation. 

Before 1950 there were more men than women in America, mainly 
because immigration was weighted toward males and because of the 
high mortality of mothers in childbirth. Since 1950 the sex ratio has 
shifted, not only with immigration changes and the cutting of maternal 
mortality, but also because American women now outlive men by a 
bigger margin then ever. After forty-five the tension diseases hit men 
harder, and their wives survive to inherit the earth. As one waspish 
comment has it, the U.S. is becoming a “gcrontomatriarchy,” a society 
ruled by aging females. 

The large American labor force—that is, the large numbers in the 
age groups available for running and managing the machines—has made 
possible the fact that with only 6 per cent of the world's population 
America is responsible for almost one half of the world's output of 
goods. The Americans "gainfully employed” in 1956 reached over 
seventy million, and the estimate for 1956 ran to between eighty-five 
and ninety five million. The proportion of women in the work force, 
especially married women, is growing. The work week was reduced an 
average of 5 per cent every decade since 1870, and in the mid-1950s it 

• For a further discussion, »ee Sec. 10 , "The Suburban Revolution." 
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was about forty hours, with estimates that by 1955, under the impact 
of the almost automatic factory and the electronically controlled clerical 
offices, it would be thirty hours or even twenty-five. The striking fact 
is that the decreased work week has been possible without a drop in 
productivity: better health, less fatigue, and better chances for educa¬ 
tion have thus far made up for the reductions. 

If these sentences read like a patriotic paean to American growth I 
don't intend them thus. The real wealth of a nation in human re¬ 
sources is less one of the quantity than of the quality of the population 
—and I propose to deal with that aspect in the next section. But the rate 
of American population growth has thus far not outrun either the 
energy resources or the productive rapacity of industry and agriculture, 
or the available living space. The dangers of population growth as 
rapid as the American ate that it will outrun the capacity of the agri¬ 
cultural and industrial plant to sustain it, especially since America 
now for the first time consumes more raw materials than it produces, 
and also because the per-capita demands on raw materials have kep 
increasing. 

Hence there wcie a number of American students of resources and 
population in the mid-1950s who regarded the "baby boom” with 
honor, convinced that America might breed itself out of its potential 
wealth and strength and living standards through a failure to plan 
and a devotion to the cult of numbers. They admitted that the density 
of American population was still relatively small, and that it was pos¬ 
sible in principle to support on the American continent a population 
of even a billion. But they aigued that in such an America the living 
standard would fall, diet would have to be standardized in synthetic 
form, the complexities and ha/aids of daily living would be multiplied, 
and the ttend toward totalitarianism would grow almost irresistible. 
Added to the Malthusian arguments there was also the aesthetic plea 
—the sense of distaste at the prospect of the empty spaces swarming with 
people, and the huge cities spilling even more cancerously over the 
countryside. There are a growing number of demands from scholars 
for the formulation of an American "population policy." 

I am not arguing here against "family planning," which has the 
merit of leaving the question of population control where it belongs 
— 1 with the joint common decision of the parents. But I find it hard to 
drum up much enthusiasm for an over-all "national population policy," 
which assumes that there is an "ideal” population size for America, 
and that this should be reached by a deliberate population policy. To 
give the decision to the government implies that we know or can know 
what an "optimum” population is and how to enforce it on the private 
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decisions of people. Of that I am skeptical. The American immigration 
laws since 1921 have assumed such a knowledge, but it would be hard 
to claim that they have added to either the richness or quality of 
American life. If I am asked whether I see an American population 
growing steadily for the calculable future, I answer "Why not?” Much 
of the dynamic quality of American life is derived from ftiis central 
dynamism of continued population growth, which in turn means new 
housing, new schools, new living sites, new roads and transport, a 
bigger home market, a larger labor force, higher productivity. 

When nations have had population policies in the past, it has been 
either to encourage births because of a fear of stagnation (the Roman 
Empire, France) or a desire for war strength (prewar Japan, prewar 
Italy, the Soviet,Union), or to discourage overrapid population growth 
because of crowding, famines, and diseases (India, present-day Japan, 
Ceylon, Puerto Rico). Sweden has adopted the most thoroughgoing 
population policy of all, with the goal of increasing the birth rate in 
order to avert a threatened national decline because of loss of numbers. 
But the United States no longer needs to fear either a declining popu¬ 
lation and cultural suicide or a runaway population that it will be 
unable to support adequately. Thus far its economy has grown stronger 
with increasing numbers instead of being strained by them. Thus far 
also the most tribalist forces of the community have been directed 
against continued large-scale immigration, and their hostility to "alien” 
ethnic groups has been—at least outwardly—based on the fear of their 
high birth rate. The healthier American forces have not worried over¬ 
much about eugenic considerations or about overcrowding of the con¬ 
tinent, because they have felt confidence in the capacity of the nation 
to absorb future growth as it has absorbed past growth. The fear of 
totalitarianism is a genuine one, and there is point to the argument 
that population pressure increases the danger. Yet this is only a minor 
factor: if totalitarianism comes to America, it will be for other and 
more cogent reasons than the pressure of numbers. 

It is most unlikely, however, that America will have to cope with the 
problems of overpopulation in the near future. While there has been a 
recent increase in birth rates, and the death rates continue to fall, the 
increased knowledge of birth control is likely to keep the population 
in check, and the rising curve is bound to lose its momentum in time. 
Despite the fears of both population suicide and population runaway, 
the trends are likely to continue to be healthy ones, and the decisions on 
population policy will be made by individual families in the light of 
their life purposes and life expectations within the frahfe of increasing 
knowledge. 



THE SINEWS OF WELFARE 125 

0 

6. The Sinews of Welfare: 

Health, Food, Dwelling, Security 

The cult of numbers is meaningless when applied to a population, 
unless linked with a concern for the life quality of the people. I talk 
of the quality of their life rather than of innate capacity because it is 
idle to argue whether Americans have degenerated in innate capacity: 
even if one could prove they had, any eugenics program imposed by an 
external authority to breed them better would be .unthinkable. The 
best we can ask about the people in a culture is this: given its human 
beings there, do they have what is necessary for decent human living? 
Does the culture make available to them the sinews of welfare? 

I use "sinews of welfare" here to mean the degree of well-being in 
terms of basic life needs that the culture enables the American people 
to achieve—on health and medical services, on food, clothing, shelter, 
on education and security. I include only the broad areas of need for 
both the person and the personality, on the assumption that there are 
minimum standards in each area (however elusive and hard to formu¬ 
late) which the culture is required to provide for its people, at the peril 
of being judged a failure in human terms. 

The American pursuit of health, plenty, leisure, security, and happi¬ 
ness is so well known and there is such an overspill of goods and re¬ 
sources that it may seem futile to inquire about the sinews of welfare. 
If it were only the question of minimum standards—in the sense, say, 
in which the term is used by students of nutrition to mean the bare 
margin for maintaining health—the American record would be unques¬ 
tioned not only in food but in every phase of welfare. But if we go 
beyond minimum nutrition and talk of optimum nutrition—beyond 
which no diet additions would do much for health, whatever they 
might do for the palate and the sense of luxury—then the American 
sinews of welfare need revaluing on that plane. The American national 
product and living standards form a blade whose temper cuts away 
sharply all the old conceptions of subsistence living. Yet once such a 
standard is set, the inadequacies are shown up all the more clearly. 
When Franklin Roosevelt made his famous speech about "one third of 
a nation” being "ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished,” he was saying how 
intolerable it was that this should be true in a land of plenty. 


This paradox shows up clearly in the area of health. Judged by th< 
number and skill of their doctors, the organization of hospitals, the 
thoroughness of medical research, the quality of diagnosis and therapy, 
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the array of modern machines, appliances, and available drugs, and 
the conquest of diseases that for centuries had scourged mankind, the 
Americans do well in this area. "To have lived through a revolution,” 
wrote Sir William Osier in 1913, "to have seen a new birth qf science, 
a new dispensation of health, reorganized medical schools, remodeled 
hospitals, a new outlook for humanity, is not given to every generation.” 
And Laurence J. Henderson referred to the same revolution when he 
said that somewhere around 1911 the progress of medicine in America 
made it possible to say that "a random patient with a random disease 
consulting a physician at random stood better than a 50-50 chance of 
benefiting from the encounter.” 

Americans have for a half century been living in an age and land 
of medical miracles. They have stood in awe of these miracles, have 
at times resented and resisted them, but have ended by laying claim 
to their full benefit for all. The experience of World War II, when the 
whole matchless armory of American medicine, surgeiy, and dentistry 
were put at the disposal of the humblest private horn Mississippi 01 
Oklahoma, proved decisive in bringing these claims to the surface. 
Access to medical care came to be consideted a kind of Constitutional 
right for all Americans, a new imperative of our time. What had once 
been deemed the province of the rich became a necessity for all classes, 
and economists soon took to surveying America’s health “needs” on 
the assumption that their fulfillment was a prescriptive right. This as¬ 
sumption-even more than the medical miracles—capped the revolution 
in health. 

Yet the dismal fact is that all this fabulous armory of skills and con¬ 
trivances, which vanquished many of the dread infectious diseases, trans¬ 
formed childbirth, and made the human body a terrain for brilliant 
research, has not produced a healthy population. For one thing there 
is the differential health picture in South Carolina as compared with 
Connecticut, or in rural as against urban areas, or in the slum and 
low-income groups as compared with the middle classes. For another, 
there is the mental health picture, with ten million Americans (one out 
of sixteen) counted mentally ill, with a million and a half of them 
psychotics, with as many filled beds in mental hospitals as in all others 
combined. 

Finally there is the dramatic evidence of the draft rejection figures 
—evidence from an unintended mammoth inventory of the health of 
young Americans, mainly from eighteen through their twenties. Of the 
first two million men drafted for the armed services in 1940-41, 5c per 
cent were rejected for either physical or mental disturbances; at the end 
of World War II the figure had fallen to 33 per cent, but mainly be¬ 
cause the standards were lowered; in the period 1948-52 the rejections 
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were 45 per cent; at the start of the Korean War they rose to 58 per cent, 
but at the end they dropped again to 33 per cent. The figures ought not 
to be used uncritically: it is true that a man may be rejected by the 
Army for bad eyesight or hearing or other physical disabilities, or as a 
"psychoneurotic,” and still function well at his job or even live a long 
life. It is also true that when the figures for volunteers were included, 
the percentage of rejections fell. It might be argued finally that the 
American armed services held to higher standards of physical fitness 
because—given the large pool of man power in the military age groups— 
they could afford to. Yet the figures are at best bad enough in a nation 
and era of great medical progress. What makes them worse is the esti¬ 
mate that a large proportion were correctable, which means that they 
fell in classes where medical care was economically out of reach, or in 
backward communities w'here doctors were too few and hospital facili¬ 
ties inadequate. The figures on chronic diseases heighten the shadows 
in the American health picture. One of six Americans suffers from some 
chronic illness, and from six to seven million of them suffer seriously, 
including the victims of arthritis, hypertension, arteriosdeiosis, cerebral 
palsy, and muscular dystrophy. 

These figures have spurred the efforts at multiple screening, early 
diagnosis and picventive treatment of sickness, at campaigns for public- 
health education, and at the painstaking task of rehabilitation. They 
have also brought up the constant question of the scarcity of doctors. In 
1955 there were 225,000 doctors in the U.S., or one for every 720 people. 
The problem was not one of attracting too few young men but of dis¬ 
couraging many of them for the wrong reasons (for example, religious 
and racist bias) and of not having enough schools with enough funds to 
meet the need for doctors. Federal grants for scholarship aid were re¬ 
jected on the ground that they might put the schools in a strait jacket, 
although the similar potential corruption of Federal research funds w r as 
cheei fully risked. While Federal funds were refused, industry subven¬ 
tion-regarded as safe—was not forthcoming. 

The greater difficulty thus far, however, has been the high cost of 
medical care, especially for the lower middle classes who fall between 
the free public facilities and the expensive private ones. A five-dollar 
office call, a ten-dollar house call, a fancy surgery fee, a sky-high fee for 
specialized consultants, additional fees for X rays, and the cost of ex¬ 
pensive medicines exhaust a modest family income. Only rarely was 
this the fault of the doctors, most of whom were hard-working and 
devoted men. In a lush and byzajntine economy it was idle to expect 
them to practice ascetic renunciation. The efforts to provide a system of 
compulsory health insurance, largely with Federal funds, were fought 
bitterly by the American Medical Association as "socialized medicine." 
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The A.M.A. hierarchy, while it complained of being too frequently a 
target for abuse, was not wholly innocent in heart; it was skillful in 
marshaling political pressures against the provision of medical security 
and forgot that while the medical profession is a sector of private enter¬ 
prise, it is more deeply affected with a public interest than any profes¬ 
sion except wat iaie and teaching. 

Willy-nilly the achievement of medical security is on its way: through 
a system of voluntary group insurance for hospitalization and (to some 
extent) for doctor's fees, which ptovides at least partial coverage for 
more than half the people; through agreement with working teams of 
doctors, whether on a prepaid plan covering all ailments or on a fee- 
for-service basis; and through employer-union agreements providing for 
sickness benefits and medical care. In New York State the employer- 
financed health and welfare plans cover three quarters of those covered 
by state unemployment insurance. Yet with all these mushrooming plans 
there ate still some Americans left out: a million families, for example, 
spent half their income on medical bills in “catastrophic” cases. America 
has lagged behind Great Britain and the Scandinavian countries in the 
social organization of medical facilities. The tragic episode, in 1955, of 
the initial bungling in preparing the Salk anti-polio vaccine while the 
Canadian government carried through successfully in the same circum¬ 
stances, is an instance of how the cult of private enterprise in medicine 
hobbles American public-health measures. 

But the statement by the Committee on the Cost of Medical Care 
in 1932—that "human life in the U.S. is being wasted as recklessly, as 
surely, in times of peace as in times of war”—is far less true now. In a 
generation the gridiron intermeshing of voluntary group plans, doc¬ 
tor's medical groups, industry health and welfare plans. Federal care of 
veterans, and Federal and state support of medical services in other 
forms, is bound to be all but complete. 

This still leaves the question of how diseases fare in America. Here 
the striking fact has been the shifting pattern of national diseases, which 
sheds an intense light on the nature of the culture. Since 1900, deaths 
from pneumonia, TB, diarrhea, bronchitis, influenza, appendicitis, 
rheumatic fever, and syphilis have been steeply cut. In their place, 
since men remain mortal, have come other great killers-heart disease, 
the high-tension circulatory diseases including cerebral hemorrhage and 
arteriosclerosis, cancer, and death by violence. The heart and circula¬ 
tion diseases in 1953 accounted for 54 per cent of the deaths, and cancer 
an additional 15 per cent—together almost 70 per cent, or seven out of 
ten deaths. Other diseases that came to the forefront in American 
statistics as cripplers and disablers were mental illnesses (nine million 
cases in 1953), arthritis and rheumatic diseases (cerebral palsy, epilepsy* 
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multiple sclerosis, Parkinson’s Disease). One must add, as special cate¬ 
gories of mental illness, at least 60,000 narcotics addicts, and almost 
4,000,000 "problem drinkers," of whom close to a million are chronic 
alcoholics. One should also add that six or seven of every ten Americans 
suffer from headaches, and that 40 per cent of the cases of draft rejec¬ 
tion or medical discharge after induction in World War II were cases 
of psychopathic personality, mental deficiency, drug addiction, or 
homosexuality. 

One could counter this by arguing that "health" must be defined not 
just anatomically but functionally, that many Americans manage to 
live with their chronic illnesses, and that the sharp-recent decreases in 
the death rate and increases in the life span cariy with them inevitably 
the fact of the diseases of aging. But the paradoxical fact remains that 
Americans are suffering from the diseases accompanying the very 
dynamism which has done so much to vanquish disease. It would be 
too pat to say that the leading diseases in America are characteristic of 
the current tension of living, and that deaths in auto and industrial 
accidents, coronaries, hardened arteries, cerebral hemorrhages, and 
stomach ulcers—if not cancer—bear the hallmark “Made in America.” 
Yet there would be a core of truth in it. Someone called the 1920s and 
1930s the "aspirin age”: if so, the 1940s and 1950s should be called the 
"sleeping-pill age,” the "coronary age," the “tranquilizer age,” or the 
“age of the fifty-minute hour.” Pointing out that Americans have met 
and mastered the killer infections, have lengthened the life span, and 
must now cope with the chronic and degenerative diseases, Alan Gregg 
writes that “we have traded mortality for morbidity.” Americans have 
tracked down the spoor of germs and bacilli only to confess themselves 
thus far powerless before the runaway cell, the strained and lesioned 
heart, the out-of-kilter ganglia of the nervous system, the disarranged 
sexual impulses, and the disturbed psyche that casts a pall of anxiety 
over worried days and sleepless nights—when it does not go berserk with 
frustrations and fears. 

The character of the diseases of American middle age was dramatically 
illustrated by President Eisenhower's two attacks in 1955-56—one 
coronary, the other gastrointestinal. The fact that for months the whole 
American people focused its attention on charts and diagrams of the 
President’s internal organs and the details of his bodily functioning was 
the result of more than political interest: it was an index of the concern 
of Americans with their own health. Every middle-aged and aging male 
saw himself reflected in the President. In making public some data on 
the functioning of the President's bowels Dr. Paul Dudley White ex¬ 
plained that Americans had become “bowel-conscious.” When his doc¬ 
tors made their optimistic announcements about the President's life 
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chances, they were echoing the title one American writer used for a book, 
Thank God for My Heart Attack, which was a commentary on the 
American belief that the real killer is thoughtless drive and tension, and 
that to “take it easy” is the road to health. 9 

By an interesting irony the doctors, medical administrators, and re¬ 
searchers responsible for the achievements of American health are often 
themselves the victims ol the pare of American life, and die early of 
tension diseases. There is a restless quality about the attitudes of Ameri¬ 
cans toward health and disease. They are oversold on medical advances 
and expect to read about new medical miracles in every issue of Time 
and Reader’s Digest. They are overeager about the "wonder drug” 
antibiotics and rely so much on the efficacy of penicillin (in the decade 
194555 they consumed 3,000 tons, or 3,000 trillion units), the various 
mycins, cortisone, and ACTH, that bodily resistances against them have 
developed. They respond quicklv to new drugs and pills—to barbiturates 
for sleeping, and other pills for staying awake, and “tranquilizers,” 
drugs for calming down. Similarly the staffs in mental hospitals overuse 
electrical and insulin shock therapy: everywhere there is an eagerness 
to handle mass diseases on a mass basis and find a short cut to a cure. 

In the public-health field American medical organi/cis have devel¬ 
oped the institution of the “drive”—against heart disease, against cancer, 
against cerebral palsy—partly to raise funds for research, partly to make 
the people conscious of the “dread killers,” with all the statistics about 
the casualties, the man hours lost, and how much the dead would have 
added to the national income had they lived. As a result, the people 
battered now by one “drive,” now by another, become not only conscious 
of but anxious about disease. While the medical advances have led to a 
lengthening of the life span, they have also produced a nation of medi¬ 
cal worriers about the ills of the flesh and the mind who follow every 
diet fad, take reducing pills or tranquilizer drugs, count their pulse beats 
and cherish their blood-pressure charts, vex themselves about not being 
able to stop smoking, meditate Narcissnslike on their kidneys and colon, 
and fill the bathroom medicine cabinet with an assortment of prescrip¬ 
tion bottles and “packaged remedies” (patent medicines) which keep 
huge industries solvent. 

Foreign observers have noted that all American doctors want to “do 
research,” and that the American medical schools—perhaps the best in 
the world—spend less time on transmitting what is known about medi¬ 
cine than in pointing out what is still unknown. This is an aspect of 
the theme of dynamism I have stressed in the American tradition. While 
there has been some swingback to the general practitioner and a con¬ 
siderable nostalgia for the old-fashioned “country doctor,” the long- 
range trend is in two directions: toward further specialization, which 
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will mean that no doctor looks at the whole patient and that doctors 
will increasingly become members of “teams”; and toward new insti¬ 
tutional forms of medical care. Since, with rising medical costs and 
despite voluntary group insurance, good medical care is still out of the 
reach of many workers and especially the ethnic minorities, the trend 
toward corporate health plans and trade-union projects will increase. 
American medicine will have escaped the government but not the twin 
giants of the corporation and trade-union, which will become the new 
employers of medical and research talent. All of which is understand¬ 
able, since the genius of American medicine has all along been an or¬ 
ganizing genius.* 

Next to his health the American is most concerned about his security 
—including even the people who are sternly set against the “creeping So¬ 
cialism" of a “welfare state." Several generations behind the European 
and Commonwealth experience in those matters, because the individu¬ 
alist momentum carried them further before thev could make a start on 
social-seauity plans, the Americans arc tardily taking the same steps— 
but in their own way. The idea of a complete system of governmental 
security frightened some substantial citizens because they thought (prob¬ 
ably wrongly) that it would play havoc with the poweiful institution of 
the private insurance company, whose interests ramify into every area of 
industry, banking, and investment. Thus the private-enterprise core of 
the American security system has been left intact, and to it has been 
added a system of Federal old-age and survivors insurance, and state un¬ 
employment insurance, with contributions levied on both worker and 
employer. There is also a system of Federal grants in-aid to the states for 
the blind and disabled, for old-age assistance, and for child care. 

At the start all this was held revolutionary: now it is accepted almost 
as a commonplace, even when Republicans rule the White House and 
Congress. 7 ’he recent extensions of the original system of old age and 
survivors insurance have included domestics and white-collar workers 
but still exclude the migratory workers. Unemployment insurance is still 
inadequate: it must ultimately be extended to include every gainfully 
employed person, including the self-employed, so that no one becomes a 
casualty of the pathos of dependence. Another important development 
has been the assumption of responsibility for one segment of security by 
the corporation and the trade-union, through welfare funds, fringe 
benefits, and (most recently) the movement for the guaranteed annual 
wage. It is these growths that are rounding out the American security 
system. 

• For further discussion of mental health, see Ch. IX, Sec. 8, “Life Goals and the 
Punuit of Happiness.” 
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Since the area of security necessarily involved the emergence of a 
welfare state to carry part of the burden and responsibility, storms and 
turbulences have raged around it ever since the turn of the twentieth cen¬ 
tury. It has been the arena of the great reform movements of America, 
and administrate e efforts of Democratic and liberal Republican admin¬ 
istrations alike have had to meet resistance of interest groups. The pe- 
tiod between 1900 and World War I saw the founding of a myriad of 
organizations aimed at attacking national problems of welfare on a na¬ 
tional scale—child labor, mental hygiene, public health, the protection 
of children, labor legislation. The New Deal period consolidated what 
the earlier period had begun and launched new programs that resulted 
in the gieat Social Security Act of 1935, which was extended a number 
of times in the next two decades. Yet the fault lines in the system were 
at mid-century still glaring. There is no system of compulsory health in¬ 
surance, nor any provisions that give evetyone access to medical care 
without a means test. 'There is little that applies the principles of social 
insurance to the risks of disability and illness as well as of old-age de¬ 
pendence. There is no protection for the families of those who become 
disabled by factors unrelated to their jobs. 

The individualist strain in Ameiican thinking raised resistance-to this 
trend from the early days when the New England humanitarian move¬ 
ments provoked Emerson into his classic outburst: “I tell thee, thou fool¬ 
ish philanthropist, that I grudge the dollar, the dime, the cent I give to 
such men as do not belong to me and to whom I do not belong,” and led 
him to speak contemptuously of “alms for sots.” Yet it was not the phil¬ 
anthropic impulse alone but the spur of need and emergency that led 
to the growth of the welfare network. The catastrophe of the Great De¬ 
pression was a psychic shock, dramatizing the eiratic course of Fortune's 
wheel which might claim as victim even the patently secure and leaving 
the fear of insecurity as a continuing residue in the American mind. 
This led to the corollary that people with troubles are the concern of all 
—the common concern of the commonwealth. With World War II and 
the Korean War there came the understanding that the ill and incapaci¬ 
tated, the mentally unfit and the badly educated, the products of slum 
housing and submarginal incomes, were a drain on the available na¬ 
tional man power; and measures were admitted through the back door 
of war needs that would have been kept waiting at the front door of 
human fellow feeling. Yet despite Emerson’s words and the derisive con¬ 
temporary epithets applied to “do-gooders” and "bleeding hearts,” the 
fellow feeling is there and is as abundantly part of the American human 
and cultuial cast as of any other in history. Every era of free-swinging 
heady advance in technical and economic achievement brings with it the 
paradoxical double attitude of a ruthless scorn for the misfits and fail¬ 
ures and a sense of men’s interdependence with men. 
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Just as there is a seamless web in American welfare needs, so there is 
one in the response to them—although not in the sense that Americans 
respond to them as a whole. They have responded piecemeal and in 
irregular fashion to the need for woikmen’s compensation, unemploy¬ 
ment benefits, old-age insurance, subsidized low-cost housing, health in¬ 
surance, corporate sponsored welfare funds, the annual wage. Their re¬ 
latedness is rarely grasped except by the professional students of the 
problem. The American response has been consistent in a different 
sense: what has emerged in each area of welfare is the acceptance of the 
principle of responsibility but with the least challenge to private enter¬ 
prise, the least burden on the tax structure, and the greatest reliance on 
the voluntary principle. The broad formula has been for the govern¬ 
ment to set a floor below which security and welfare cannot fall, to use 
government funds for the more clamant forms of social insurance but to 
let the others go, to give the states the widest possible discretion, to steer 
away lrom centralized authority and administration, to rely wherever 
possible on lot ms of group insurance, to work, through private com¬ 
panies (as in work men's compensation) even when the state provides the 
funds, to undeiwrite the private risks (as in housing), to make ampler 
provision lor soldiers and veteians than for c ivilians, to put the burden 
of expanding the programs upon continued popular pressures. 

The chances are strong, given American dynamism, that these pres¬ 
sures will continue. The coverage of welfare protection is still incom¬ 
plete and in some cases pathetically so; the insurance benefits are still 
low, allowing for only a portion of the normal income deriving from the 
job, thus incurring the danger that inadecpucies of food, housing, edu¬ 
cation, and psychic: security in the lives of the children will be handed 
on for several generations. The financing of security is either left to the 
individual’s means in private insurance, savings, stock holdings, oij the 
group plans, or rests on a payroll tax which is regressive because propor¬ 
tionately it bears more heavily on the lower incomes 

These point to the remaining agenda of welfare: yet despite what re¬ 
mains to be done, America has grappled with the problem of security, 
sometimes with an inventiveness that has added to the European experi¬ 
ence instead of merely imitating it. And in doing so it has passed 
through a revolution in action, thought, and feeling which makes its 
welfare structure wholly different from the America of the 1920s which 
most European commentators still take as their prevailing image. 

What about the habitations of the American inhabitants? In anthro¬ 
pological terms a tribe needs shelter, in social terms a community needs 
housing, in psychological terms a family needs a home. The statisticians 
speak of the number of dwelling units that Americans have, whether 
they be flats, apartments, "row houses,” or estates. The test of welfare 
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here is not only whether people have somewhere to lay their head but 
whether the place is clean or disease-ridden, spacious or congested, beau¬ 
tiful or dreary and ugly. American abundance is such that the minimal 
needs of "adequate” shelter no longer express the true criteria of what 
the society does with the means at its disposal. 0 

It is no longer true of mid-century America that one third of it is "ill- 
housed.” There has been a flattening out of the curve of housing at both 
extremes of the income scale: the purple imperial mansions of the Van¬ 
derbilts and other multirnillionaites of the turn of the century are no 
longer considered good taste, and even the top crust lives more simply 
on its estates; and the slums, while still scarring the face of the country, 
are slowly—all too slowly—being raced and used as sites for low-cost 
housing projects. The big housing bulge comes at the middle of the in¬ 
come scale, where millions of housing units have been built in our time. 

America has been the scene of a housing “revolution” similar to the 
medical and social-security "revolutions,” but coming at a different time. 
During the reform decades belote World War I, when so many associa¬ 
tions were cropping up to deal with the inadequacies of American so¬ 
ciety, there was also a movement for tenement reform, to get rid of the 
firetraps and clean up the pesthouses, and frame and enforce the "mul¬ 
tiple dwelling” laws. But the New Deal in the mid-thirties raised the 
sights of the whole housing movement, with federally subsidized large- 
scale housing projects that started the clearing of the city slums and re¬ 
vived the lagging housing industry. Adequate shelter had become a 
pressing welfare need for millions of Americans, and the method the 
New Deal used was to appropriate money to local housing authorities, to 
work through private construction firms, and to build tall apartment 
houses and row-house projects. Generally they increased the density of 
the population in the same area but were “decent, safe, and sanitary” (in 
the phrase of the U.S. Housing Act), with some green space around 
them. The life-insurance companies took their cue from the Federal 
government and built Stuyvesant Towns of their own. The Resettle¬ 
ment Administration built a few Greenbelt Towns—garden cities for 
government and white-collar workers. During World War II the process 
continued in the war-industry centers, because it had been learned that 
people wouldn’t pick up and move, or woik productively, without mini¬ 
mum housing of some sort. After the war there was a splurge of too 
hastily and shoddily built housing for young veterans and their families. « 
And then the housing boom began in earnest: in a decade, during the 
Truman and Eisenhower regimes, ten million dwelling units went up, 
rehousing from thirtv-fivc to forty million people at an average cost of 
$10,000 and a total one of too billion, and housing became the biggest 
industry in the nation. 
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Drawing the profile of contemporary housing, one would start with 
the derelict areas such as those in Chicago’s South Side or the Puerto 
Rican ghetto in New York—the 9 per cent of decrepit American dwell¬ 
ing units that are rated as "dilapidated” dwellings and tell the deterio¬ 
ration story of the big city cores, the small-city “shanty towns,” and the 
small-town houses "on the other side of the tracks”—littered, tattered 
bedlams which are co'd in winter and unbearable in summer, with few 
bathrooms, rat-infested, sheltering mainly unskilled workers or the peo¬ 
ple who live on relief or part-time jobs or old-age pensions. One would 
go on to the more tolerable tenements and to the “row houses”, like 
those of Baltimore and Philadelphia, w-herc skilled workers and white- 
collar families live wall to wall in constricted and standardised monot¬ 
ony; then to the towering monolithic canyons of low- and middle-income 
urban building projects I have described—some still segregated, others 
having made the first breaks in the segregation taboo; then to the myr¬ 
iad crowded beehive individual houses that blanket the suburban areas, 
where you get five or six rooms plus a garage and can pick one of five 
standardized coiors and styles, and have a back yard that juts into your 
neighbor's, and be near a shopping center; then to the more spacious 
“homes” in the “residential sections” of the richer suburbs or the more 
expensive “developments,” Tudor or Spanish Moorish or California 
ranch house, set in synthetic “villages”; then finally to the “house on the 
hill” and the lavish estates of the parvenu millionaires and the quieter 
ones of those who have wealth-over-time. 

There is no common denominator for all these forms. But of the 
newer ones it can be said that they embody*a feeble attempt at indi¬ 
viduality within a cellular framework of standardization. In the years 
immediately following World War II it was thought that prefabricated 
houses might break the housing bottleneck, but they struck several snags, 
including the jungle of building restrictions and trade-union hostility in 
the building trades. Then came the idea, associated with the Levitts, 
that instead of bringing housing to the factory, the solution was to apply 
factory methods to the building lot, using a small number of basic de¬ 
signs with minor variations and getting mass-production savings by large- 
scale purchasing of materials and by a basic plumbing and kitchen core, 
with TV sets and access to community pools and playgrounds thrown in 
as added lures. 

Following this pattern, the splurge of “community developments” on 
the outskirts of cities has become the dominant feature of the American 
landscape. The costs, while reduced by large-scale building and the 
cheapness of land outside the cities, are still high. Because of archaic 
building codes and union practices, a committee of architects and build¬ 
ers has estimated that too much cement, lumber, steel, and piping are 



134 


PEOPLE AND PLACE 


used; the housing “revolution” is still not a technological one. Yet stand¬ 
ardization is the price paid for what has been achieved. More and more 
middle-class Americans were coming to live in houses as constricted in 
standardized forms as the Fords, Plymouths, and Buicks thaf were 
parked outside their doors. Like the cars also, the houses were bought on 
credit; to do this their owners plunged, not without some misgivings, 
into mortgaged debt: the stigma that had once attached to the family 
mortgage no longer applied. Americans unashamedly w»ere out to pur¬ 
chase "gracious living" on the installment plan, and a continuously ris¬ 
inghousing market wiped out most of the mistakes. 

The new houses were not only standardized: they were also mecha¬ 
nized. The oil burner, the deep freeze, the dishwasher, and the laundry 
equipment operated on the principle of the automatic feedback; there 
were toasters, mixers, pressure cookers, electric stoves, and garbage dis¬ 
posers to take much of the burden from kitchen work; there was a TV 
set and an automatic record turner. All this mechanized complexity 
went along with both the high cost of building and the scarcity of do¬ 
mestics in the labor market, so that income groups which once ran their 
households with several servants now were scrvantless, except for an oc¬ 
casional baby-sitter. To accomplish this it was necessary to simplify the 
layout of the house. The parlor, living room, and dining room were 
compressed into a single all-purpose room; in some cases, even the 
kitchen became a subdivision of the room. This was the extreme point 
reached by the trend toward the small house.,The opposite trend was 
toward privacy. Compared with the European house the American had 
space enough to enable parents and children to sleep in separate rooms; 
given the small size of the American family, this often meant in middle- 
class families that each child had a room of his own. This was the prin¬ 
ciple of cellular housing—of individual cells for individual units—car¬ 
ried to its logical extreme. 

As with the social-security system, the Americans have tried to carry 
through the housing revolution with a minimum of socialization and a 
maximum of private enterprise and profit. Yet the impressive fact was 
the degree of Federal intervention in housing that was taken for granted 
by Democrats and Republicans alike. The housing business was not only 
a large-scale operation but also a thoroughly “mixed” enterprise. The 
Federal government subsidized public housing, slum clearance, rede¬ 
velopment and renewal of slum areas: it also took over most of the risk 
for "private” housing. More than four million of the ten million houses 
of the 1945-55 decade were financed with mortgages guaranteed by either 
the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) or the Veterans Adminis¬ 
tration (VA). In some metropolitan areas the proportion was as high as 
75 per cent. The kind of suburban subdivision J have mentioned above 
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—which formed the core of the suburban revolution—was essentially the 
creature of the FHA mortgage-insurance system, which began in 1934 as 
an emergency measure and then grew to be a more permanently estab¬ 
lished feature on the housing scene than public housing itself. The fact 
that between half and two thirds of American homes were occupied by 
their owners was largely due to this kind of Federal intervention- 
through-underwriting. Despite its involving Federal action it was pal¬ 
atable to the banks, insurance companies, and private builders (and was 
extended under the Eisenhower Administration) because it guaranteed 
them against losses and spurted their business and profits. 

Thus the “housing Socialism” (even Senator Robert A. Taft was ac¬ 
cused of being a Socialist because he backed this program) amounted 
actually to a socializing of business losses and an underwriting of busi¬ 
ness profits. As such it has met with scotn from European Socialists—yet 
for America it seemed to work. Actually there were very few losses for 
the government to assume, although another Depression might tell a dif¬ 
ferent story. More important was the fact that as mortgage underwriters 
the Federal government had to establish the basic standards and condi¬ 
tions that controlled private construction. At one point the FHA forced 
builders applying for mortgage funds in certain areas of mixed ethnic 
groups to write restrictive covenants into their deeds. Yet the Federal 
power can be turned in a quite different direction, and a committee of 
housing officials headed by Catherine Bauer has recommended an affirm¬ 
ative program for eliminating racist bias in housing. Following the 
Supreme Court decision in the school segregation cases, the Court was 
likely sooner or later to rule against discrimination in housing built with 
Federal aid. When this happens there will be a good deal of turmoil in 
the politics of housing. But in the long run the impossible situation of 
what Charles Abrams has called “forbidden neighbors” in housing is 
bound to be eliminated.* 

The most elementary ingredient of welfare—food—is one that most 
Americans take most for giantcd, although next to shelter, food takes 
the largest cut (thirty-one cents) out of the consumer's dollar. The im¬ 
pulse of countries with ttaditions of famine is to save every crumb be¬ 
cause someday the food may not be there. In America the food is almost 
always there in abundance. Even for the immigrant the question was 
not whether there would be food but how to buy it; later the question 
became what kind of food to choose from abundance. There have been 
times, especially in war, when a combination of war needs and maldis- 

• For further analyses of American dwelling, see Sec. 9 , "City Lights and Shadows,” 
and Sec. 10 , “The Suburban Revolution,” in this chapter. See also Ch. VIII, Sec. *, 
"The Family As Going Concern," for the American home. And for building and 
architecture, see Ch. XI, Sec. 8 , "Building, Design, and the Arts." 
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tribution undercut the sense of plenty. In 1941, for example, a poll 
showed that one of every two Americans wanted more to eat than he 
could get. But the surveys by the Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the UN show the diet of the United States since World War II *0 be at 
the extreme of the world food scale, averaging 3,200 calories a day per 
person, with 1,800 pounds of food intake a year and a high protein diet, 
while an Asian area like Java is at the other extreme (2,000 calorics, 
largely rice, with 800 pounds food intake and a low protein diet). The 
diet differences are so great that a fifteen-year-old boy of Asian immi¬ 
grant parents in the United States, living on an American diet, is likely 
to be four inches taller than a boy of the same age in Asia living on the 
lesser diet. 

In the past quarter century, especially since Wot Id War II, American 
food habits changed drastically. The change was best signalized by two 
ideas-that of the “balanced diet" and that of prepared ready-to-eat 
foods that defy time and space, being both freezable and compressible. 

The idea of a balanced diet came from the nutrition studies, which 
started with the chemical elements the body needs and translated them 
into terms of available foods. But the food-education program would 
not have come home to the mass of people without the Army experience 
of World War II which introduced millions of young men to new food 
emphases. Soldiers from mountain and farm areas who had grown up on 
corn pone, fried pork, hot biscuit, and potatoes learned the uses of leafy 
vegetables, orange juice, and milk. The heavy reliance on grains and 
breads shifted to meats and fish tor large sections of the population who 
had eaten little of either; the reliance on fats and cat bohydrates also 
shifted; the protein content of the diet increased; the words “proteins." 
"calories,” and “vitamins” came into everyday use. The measure of the 
change was shown by the fact that vigorous American males—at college 
and in Army camps—were not ashamed to drink milk: while some called 
this a sign of the American male’s dependence on his mother, the less 
tortured conclusion is simply that Americans became nutrition-conscious. 
The seamier side of this impulse was in the health-food faddism, the 
anxious counting of calories, the compulsive weighing, the multiplica¬ 
tion of trick diets, and the obsession of Amcricans—especially women— 
with "reducing” as a standard both of beauty and will power, the out¬ 
ward sign of an inner grace. 

Americans overeat badly, as one might expect in a country where im¬ 
migrant origins and memories linger among people who are "upward 
mobile”; they overdrink badly, as one might expect where there is so 
much stress on happiness and so much frustration in its pursuit. There 
is no country in the world where obesity is so much of a problem (many 
rank it as the most serious of American diseases) yet where people are so 
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constantly aware of the danger. It was largely this fear, plus the fear of 
dental decay, that caused a drop of three pounds in the per-capita candy 
consumption in the decade from 1945 to 1955. The American child is 
fattened like some heifer meant for sacrifice; the American female starts 
to “reduce” as a young matron or even sooner as an adolescent, and the 
American male at middle age. The life cycle is traced in the taking on 
and sloughing off of poundage. 

But this nutrition-consciousness was less true of America in the 1950s 
than it was in the 1930s and 1910s It had become embodied and ab¬ 
sorbed in institutional food planning-in the school, church, university, 
factory, hospital. Army—where so many meals wcic served. The newer 
trend was toward new experimental ism about food as taste. The ethnic 
pluralism of America proved on this scote both a problem and a treasure 
house. It was a problem because of the large number of food back¬ 
grounds that were brought to mingle in an American city. The cafeteria, 
for example, developed laigely as a way of breaking a menu down into 
individual units which could be unassembled by each peison according 
to his own traditions and taste, it was thus an ingenious ties ice for indi¬ 
vidualism in food habits and is rapidly spreading over the world. But 
the myriad of ethnic tiaditions also added a culinary richness to Ameri¬ 
can life which merged with the myriad of regional cooking traditions. 

The Puritans had seen food as part of a life measured out in duty, 
effort, and reward, and the later immigrant, in a similar spiiit, had 
taught his children to finish whatever was on the plate. But there was 
another American sttain too, rooted in Virginia, the Carolinas, and 
Louisiana, which went with Southern plantation largess and the arts of 
Negro cooking. Having little truck with health, nutrition, calories, vita¬ 
mins, or a balanced diet, it saw eating as pleasutc rather than duty, and 
it gave scope not only for individual taste in eating but for individual 
expressiveness in cooking and pupating meals. The American soldiers 
and travelers abroad, who had discovered how much love could be 
squandered by Patisians, Florentines, and Viennese upon wines, sauces, 
salads, and condiments, came back to rediscover the glories of their own 
ethnic and regional cooking traditions. 

For such people the old delicatessen store and the new supermarket, 
with their array of treasures, furnished more provocation to stir the 
patriot blood than all the loyalty hunts of the 1910s and 1950s. Cooking 
became an art for millions of dedicated amateurs, men as well as women. 
They were further prodded into doing their own cooking by the virtual 
disappearance of domestic servants, and. they were encouraged by one 
of the great events of contemporary America—the rise of “convenience 
foods” (frozen, processed, packaged, “prepared mixes”) and the perfec¬ 
tion of the home “deep freezes.” To some extent these were a phase of 
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America-in-a-hurry, and often the prepared foods were too synthetic and 
the refined foods (as in the case of bread) had important materials re¬ 
fined out of them. 

In general, American cooking still leaves much to be desired, and 
not only for the gourmets. The average American cooking tastes are per¬ 
haps best evidenced by the luncheon menus at a Childs restaurant or a 
Howard Johnson road stand. It has been observed that even when its 
income increases an American family’s food habits are the last to feel the 
effects of the change. But for a growing number of Americans the new 
technology of food restored taste as an adventure, added a ceremonial 
element to it, brought in informal cookbooks and conversation about 
food, and rounded out the “eating revolution” which had begun with 
the shift of diets. 

It is not yet clear whether this changed approach will have much im¬ 
pact on the emotional meanings with which Americans ordinarily in¬ 
vest food. Since the formation of eating habits forms part of the “social¬ 
izing” of the child, food has come to be the center of a pattern of 
emotional tensions between parent and child, involving a system of re¬ 
wards and punishments and the granting and withholding of love Mostly 
these tensions operate between mother and child, although latterly the 
father is likely also to take part in the wrangles over feeding: the 
mother, however, is the marketer, the selecter of diets, the judge of what 
is “good” or “bad” for the child, the arbiter of table manners and 
habits. It is she w r ho uses cajolery, scolding, punishment, in her unflag¬ 
ging effort to build a strong and healthy child. 

The result is too often that the process of eating becomes invested 
with anxiety or hostility, with the child’s submission to authority or the 
adolescent's assertion of independence. Certain foods take on excessive 
symbolic value within the family context, leading sometimes to neu¬ 
rotic disorders and psychosomatic diseases. It is just possible that the 
newer tendency of the adults to enjoy food in a relaxed way may also 
over the generations serve to relax the parent-child tensions: where the 
basic attitude is hedonist rather than Puritan, the obsession with food- 
as-duty for both mother and child is likely to lessen. 

There are more genial food obsessions, coming less directly from the 
family and more generally from the culture, that will probably endure. 
Certain foods, by nostalgic memories of childhood and the home place, 
have become evocatively American -wheatcakes and siiup, baked beans, 
fried chicken, sirloin steak, the Thanksgiving and Christmas turkey 
dinner, baked potato, blueberry pie or peach cobbler. To these should 
be added the almost compulsive American drinks—hot steaming coffee, 
Bourbon whisky, ice-cream soda, and the various “cola” drinks. I single 
these out as the contemporary symbols, but George Stewart is right in 
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emphasizing that there are two drinks rarely mentioned but more char¬ 
acteristically Ameiican than any of them—milk (somehow regarded 
and highly publicized as healthful) and ice water for drinking, neither 
of which has as much vogue in other cultures. Human beings cherish 
the symbolic, and Americans traveling abroad or returning from a war 
are likely to be haunted by these short cuts to a sense of longing and 
belonging. Yet these stereotypes tend to obscure the bigger fact of the 
myriad richness of American dishes and cooking. 


7. The Way of the Farmer 

With all the marvels of science in increasing energy sources and food 
abundance it is easy to forget that the final source of food is the land, 
and that the way of hfe on the land is the way of the farmer. This is 
not because of any deficiency of sentiment. Ever since Jefferson’s dream 
of a society of free faimers, Americans have idealized the rural way of 
life, even while it was being displaced by the urban—perhaps exactly 
because it was being displaced. Many of the men in Who’s Who come 
from farm backgrounds. It is not only the disproportionate political 
strength of the rural areas that gives farm-aid and crop-support pro¬ 
grams an easy passage through Congress but also the folk-belief that 
the faimers form the nation's backbone and that there is somehow a 
healing grace and an elixir of sturdiness and integrity in contact with 
the soil which are not to be derived from contact with city pavements. 

The way of the farmer, enthroned in America^ sentiment, has fared 
erratically in American reality. Until seventy five years ago America 
was predominantly an agricultural economy, an agrarian polity, and a 
rural society. It is no longer any of the three. Fewer than twenty-two 
million, or only 13per cent of the population, lived on and from the 
land in 1955, as contrasted with 25 per cent in 1930. Even while 
frontier lands were still accessible the proportion of farmers to the total 
woiking force kept dropping. Around 1825 three fourths of the gainfully 
employed Americans were on the farm; around 1875 the proportion was 
one half; in 1955 the farmers and farm workers comprised fewer than 
seven million out of sixty-five million Americans with gainful jobs, or 
less than u per cent. Of these seven million, three million are farm 
workers, either hired men on small- and medium-sized farms, share¬ 
croppers, or migratory workers on the large corporation farms of the 
West and Southwest. This leaves only some four million in the category 
of the independent farmer on the family-size farm. One should further 
subtract from this figure the "one-mule” cotton farmer and those still 
clinging to impoverished and eroded land and earning only the meager- 
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est of submarginal livings from it. It was estimated in 1955 that between 
800,000 and 1,750,000 farm families were unable to earn a decent living 
on the land and would be better off if they were shifted to industry. 

All this has been part of what Gilbert Burck, writing in Fortune, has 
called the “magnificent decline” of American agriculture. The quanti¬ 
tative decline is clear enough. In a quarter centuiy, from 1930 to 1955, 
the number of farms shrank from 6,300,000 to 5,200,000, with the like¬ 
lihood that they would continue to shrink as the submarginal farms 
were pushed out. It was estimated that in another quarter century, by 
1955, the 131/, per cent of the American people living on fatms in 
1 955 would have become 8 per cent, and extended far enough the curve 
would end in a small, professionalized gioup of firms running a highly 
mechanized arid productive farm industry much as any other industry 
is run in America. 

The “magnificent” element in the decline of American agriculture 
is to be found in the productivity gains. The break-through came late 
in the 1930s, largely because of the basic research on plant genetics, 
hybridization, and crossbreeding which has been clone for yeais under 
the schools of agriculture and came to fruition under the New Deal; 
it was given impetus by World War II, and it reached its pitch in the 
decade from 1945 to 1955. In the latter year 37 per cent less farm man 
power produced 54 per cent more than in 1930. and farm productivity 
had increased no per cent in only a quarter century. The acreage 
remained relatively stable, and the man horns decreased. What then 
made the diffetence? The answer lies in science and industriali/ation- 
in new forms of fertilizer, new hybrid breeds of corn, new ways of 
feeding hogs, new insecticides and pest rontiols, new methods of irri¬ 
gation, new machinery, new capital investment, new techniques of 
business (cost accounting) management. 

What has happened is that the sweep of the business spirit and of 
the machine has caught up the whole enterprise of farming and trans¬ 
formed it in the image of industrial enterprise. Far from being an 
overnight growth, mechanization has been a fact of American agricul¬ 
ture from the start. American farmers carried their initial crops and 
livestock over from Europe and made brilliant adaptations of them to 
the conditions of their own climate and soil. Scientific farming started 
in Europe and its techniques were used in England long before they 
were used in America. But the farm machinery, as embodied in the 
work of Whitney, McCormick, and Case, was America's own invention. 
The motorizing of the farm through the reaper, the threshing machine, 
the combine harvester, the multi-row cultivator, and the cotton picker 
was largely the product of necessity, since there was plenty of land in 
a new country but a scarcity of labor. In Europe, where land was 
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scarce and population crowded, the standard of progress was produc¬ 
tivity per acre: it is still true that the intensive European agriculture 
gets an extremely high per-acre yield-but with a large expenditure 
of man power. In America the standard of progress has been pro¬ 
ductivity per man hour. 

In recent years, however, the conquests of American farm machinery 
have been unparalleled. In 1935, American farms had a million tractors; 
in 1955 they had 4.500,000, along with 2,500,000 trucks, almost a million 
combines, and three quarters of a million milking machines. The 
“motor revolution” was followed by an electrical revolution: in 1955 
at least nine out of ten farms had electric power, as a result of the far¬ 
sighted thinking of the founders of the Rural Electrification Adminis¬ 
tration-Morris L. Cooke and John Carmody, and the creative work 
of the electric co operatives. Corn pickers in Iowa, haystackers in Mon¬ 
tana, combines in the wheat country of Washington, potato harvesters 
on Long Island, citrus sprayers in Florida, cotton pickets in the South 
-these were the typical expressions of an investment of close to twenty 
billion dollais in farm machinery. On a California corporate farm the 
“big-time growers" level the soil with bulldozers, spray it from air¬ 
planes, irrigate it with deep-well pumps, and get a yield of cotton per 
man hour undreamed of in agricultural history. In the same spirit the 
hogs are fed by a nutrition calculus on a production line basis, and the 
beef rattle are fattened with female sex hormones. 

This has been called the coming of “automation” to the farm, which 
is inacemate since human labor is still the indispensable factor in farm¬ 
ing. Yet the march of mechanization on the farm is dear. A complex 
cotton-picking machine in 1955 did the work formerly done by sixty 
or seventy men. The small farmer, who cannot afford to operate on a 
scale to encompass it, is becoming an archaism. The average sizes of 
the American larm in 1955 was 215 acres, and if the submarginal farms 
were not counted it was much higher. About two million American 
farms, grossing $2,500 a year, formed the heait of the farm operations. 
Flic bigger farmer, able to invest in machinery, has shaken his spear 
nctoss the land. Were Thomas Jefferson to come back, with his dream 
of a small-scale agrarian America, he w r ould turn in dismay from what 
would seem to him a monster of technocracy-man hour productivity, 
chemical and hormone science, production-line efficiency, high capital 
investment, and motor and electrical mechanization. 

Thus the machine and its camp followers have gone far to transform 
the w r ay of the farmer. His relation to science, industrialism, and busi¬ 
ness power has changed. The lines of energy now flow from the center, 
once represented by the small independent farmer, toward the big 
farmer and the corporate farm, with its massive, impersonal organi- 
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zation: yet one cannot ignore the less characteristic suhmarginal farmer, 
the sharecropper on tired soil, the migratory hired field worker. 

The independent farmer as the "masterless man” has dwindled in im¬ 
portance. He may still be found growing corn in Kansas and steers and 
hogs in Iowa, potatoes in Maine or on Long Island, or grazing cattle 
in Wyoming. His wife is peerless at baking pies and putting up pre¬ 
serves, which she now does in an electrically equipped kitchen; his 
children belong to the 4-H clubs (Head, Heart, Hands, Health), raise 
blue-ribbon fair winners of their own, play basketball at high school, 
attend land-grant universities, drive cars and tractors, and study science; 
he is usually a Republican (except in peiiods of steeply falling prices), 
a churchgoer, a moviegoer, a TV set owner, a book-club subscriber, 
reader of Life, Time, Newsweek, Look, and the Render's Digest, a mem¬ 
ber of the Farm Bureau or the Grange, a political power in his com¬ 
munity. Yet he is not, as he was in Jefferson's or Jackson’s time or even 
Bryan’s, the bulwark of the American community. 

In looking at the splendid efficiency of the best American fanning, it 
is easy to forget how much of it rides on the backs of humble, anony¬ 
mous men In California, for example, there were over a half million 
farm workers; through the whole Southwest (although their number 
was recently reduced) there were still swarms of Me xic an-American 
"wetbacks.” or illegals, who swam the Rio Grande at night, turning 
the border into a sieve, and had to be rounded up periodically and 
deported by airlift; and there were many contract workers, some of 
whom settled down as American citizens, while some came and re¬ 
turned each year. In California’s San Joaquin and Imperial valleys 
the corporate farms, which were once described by Carey McWilliams 
as “factories in the field,” have improved considerably in their condi¬ 
tion; yet their workers are not included in Federal security and social 
legislation, are still paid submarginal wages, and buy their food from 
company commissaries. 

In the South also it would be hard to talk of the "independent 
farmer.” The South suffered in the past from being a one crop region, 
where Cotton was King until very recently, when agriculture became 
more diversified. With other countries now growing cotton, America’s 
share of the world market decreased sharply, and the pressures were 
toward efficiency. In the Mississippi Delta, in Texas, in some areas of 
Alabama, cotton growing was mechanized on a large scale, feasible 
only for the "plantation farms” or for those with capital to invest or 
for co-operatives banding together to buy farm machinery. The small 
cotton grower of the South, a victim of high labor cost on the un¬ 
mechanized one-mule farm, and of the boll weevil and debt, is on the 
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way out. On the eroded soil only the wretched living standards of the 
submarginal croppers and subsistence farmers and on the good soil 
only the mechanized and large-scale farms are now possible. 

I do not mean to give the impression of backwardness on the Ameri¬ 
can soil. Compare the American farmer with the Malayan or Indo¬ 
nesian peasant -impoverished, sick, undernourished, badly housed and 
clothed, a prey to the usurer, without incentive, tilling land he does 
not own—and the contrast is dramatic. Take the family size farm in 
the mixed-farming areas of Ohio, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Illinois, and 
in the corn-wheat-hog and prime-beef areas of Kansas, Iowa, Nebraska, 
and the Dakotas, and compare it with the European peasantry that 
exasperated Karl Marx into talking of "rural idiocy" and of the farmer 
as a primitive "troglodyte": again the contrast is dramatic. 

Yet every system of agriculture pays its own kind of social price for 
the methods it uses. In the late nineteenth century much of American 
farming was a kind of soil mining which stripped the land while it made 
production cheap. (Incidentally, by undercutting the more highly 
priced British agriculture of the time and selling their food cheaply 
in England, the Americans almost killed British farming.) At present 
the highly organized and rationalized nature of American farming 
carries with it a different kind of social price. The acreage under culti¬ 
vation has remained steadv while the number of farms and fanners has 
decreased. The traditional “hired man,” who was close to the farmers 
family, is disappearing and is being displaced by migrants and machine 
tenders in the fields and in the dairy. Landlessness has become a reality: 
there are the landless cioppers and tenants, the landless Negroes, the 
landless seasonal workers. The reach of landlessness grows in direct 
proportion to the reach of mechanization. California, for example, 
where agriculture developed late and as part of the machine era, shows 
the clearest cleavage between the controllers of the mechanized corpo¬ 
rate farms and the landless casual laborers whose situation is worse 
than that of the machine tenders in the factories because they have no 
unions, are not protected by social legislation, and lack access to the 
leisure activities and the popular culture of urban life. 

One may grow unduly sentimental about the disappearance of the 
Jeffersonian image of the farmer on his soil, and of the old family- 
size farm that was not part of the machine technology. "The truth is,” 
wrote Louis Bromfield, "that farming as a way of life is infinitely more 
pleasurable and satisfactory when it is planned, scientific, specialized, 
mechanized, and stripped of the lojig hours and the drudgery of the 
old-fashioned, obsolete pattern of the frontier or general farm.' This 
has always been the case for agricultural rationalization. Yet it cannot 
obscure the fact that the old love of the soil has been replaced by a 
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fetishism of output, efficiency, and cost accounting. This is already 
evident in the arguments of the efficiency-minded agricultural experts 
who say that the small, “inadequate” farmer will simply have Jlo get 
off the land. What applies now to the small farmer is bound in time to 
apply to the middle-sized fainter. The logic of this latter-day advance 
of capitalism upon the land is as unyielding as in the case of the his- 
toiical enclosuie movements. The fact that the victims of the large- 
scale expulsion from the land are being absorbed in industry does not 
make it any less an expulsion. 

There is a sinking paradox at the heart of the relation between 
farming and the Amciican capitalist economy. On the one hand farm¬ 
ing has becomc thoioughly mechanized and industrialized and has thus 
become part of the larger wide-flung economy: the farmei, purchasing 
chemicals and machinery on a large scale and applying them to the 
land, has become laigely a processor. On the other hand, farming is the 
only large sector of the economy—apart fiom national defense—that is 
subsidized and thus stands apart from the lest of the economy. 

There are two basic reasons for this dependent state. One is the 
limited expansionism of the demand for farm products. Even with the 
"eating revolution" and the new habits of the American worker in con¬ 
suming meats and dairy products, the rise in living standards does not 
mean a proportionate rise iti food consumption. What is true of the 
home maiket for industry—that lower production cost has led to larger 
demand, the rise of new industries, and the indefinite expansion of old 
ones—is thus not true of farming. The second factor is that farm prices 
are fluctuating prices, and historically the fluctuations have been 
violent and the farmer has been at their mercy. In high-price periods, 
especially war periods, the American farmer historically gave way to 
his land hunger, and in an expansionist spree he mortgaged himself 
to buy up more land and nourish his pride of ownership. In low-price 
periods he was wiped out. 

That is one reason why the “farm problem” was finally stabilized by 
making the farmer in a sense the ward of the state—by price support, 
parity payments, crop restriction, acreage control, “soil bank,” and 
government purchase and storing of the farmer’s surplus so that he 
would not again be the victim of the price fluctuations of the free- 
enterprise system. Another reason was the failure of farm income to 
keep pace either with the advance of the national income as a whole 
or with industrial prices. In 1929 the farmer’s share of the national in¬ 
come was 7 per cent; in 1954 it had fallen to 4 per cent. Roughly it 
doubled in that period, but the national income increased fourfold. The 
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position of the marginal farmer made the situation worse. By the 1950 
census figures, over a million and a half farm families had a cash in¬ 
come of less than $1,000 a year, mostly on eroded or poor soil, or on 
sandy soil on the coastal plain, or on tiny tracts in the South. Even 
the national average farm income was less than $4,000 per farm—which 
was low when compared with nonfarm income in America, although 
very high when compared with farmers in other countries. 

The fanner used his massive political strength—far disproportionate 
to his numbers—to get government price suppo. ts which would balance 
these inequities and give his income some stability. Although the origi¬ 
nal policies of price support developed out of the New Deal, no Re¬ 
publican administration has dared abandon them. In 1955 there was 
a seven-billion-dollar surplus of farm products under government price 
support. The granaries and storage space were full to bursting. The 
efforts to ease the problem by finding foreign markets were necessarily 
limited by the adverse effect of dumping policies on American foreign 
relations. The efforts at .acreage reduction were also futile, since they 
were easily evaded, and the productivity was rising higher than the 
acreage decrease. 

There has been a good deal of discussion of the American “rural 

mind,” but it is hard to talk of it as if it were a single entity. The 

“mind” of the Arena Imperial Company is different from that of an 

Iowa corn farmer, which in turn is different from that of a Maine 

potato farmer, or an Alabama “red-neck” or Georgia “cracker” or 

“wool hat,” and all in turn aie different from the mind of an Arkansas 

* 

Negro cropper, a Rio Grande Valley wetback, or a Jamaican or Puerto 
Rican contract laborer on the Eastern truck gatden or tobacco farms. 
The mind of a corn-belt farmer is different from that of a cotton-bdt 
farmer, a wheat-belt farmer, a Wisconsin or Pennsylvania or New 
York dairy farmer, a Rocky Mountain range cattle grazer or sheep 
grazer, a Florida or California citrus grower. Economic, sectional, eth¬ 
nic, and class variations, not to speak of individual differences, cut across 
the conditionings of the farm life itself. 

Are there common elements forming what may still be called the 
farmer’s outlook? Veblen thought it was precapitalist and “animistic,” 
due to the farmer’s having been by-passed by the technology—and there¬ 
fore by the psychology—of the machine; that the farmer w-as conservative 
because he dealt with a physical environment he could neither cal¬ 
culate nor control, and that he wa& therefore more inclined to a belief 
in the magical aspects of social institutions than the industrial worker 
whose animism had been rubbed away by habituation to the machine. 
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The trouble with this view—aside from its ignoring of the later 
machine revolution on the farm—is that it turns the facts of American 
history on their head. It was the farmers who were associated with the 
historical American movements of political protest and dissent. From 
Shays’ Rebellion to the twenty-four-hour violence of the farm-holiday 
movement of the Great Depression, earlier Amciican radicalism was 
largely agrarian. This radicalism may have been an assertive opposition 
to the business power the farmers saw challenging them, and their 
Populism from Bryan’s time to La Follette’s may have been a last stand 
against the monopolists who had taken over both the economy and the 
government. Agrarian radicalism always had in it a strong sense of 
property and traditionalism: the Populists wanted more to recapture 
an imaginary agricultural independence than to create new conditions. 
It was also a radicalism which found room for a heavy component of 
isolationism and anti-Semitism, as the currents of thought showed in 
the late 1930s. But it would be hard in any event to maintain Veblen’s 
thesis of the farmer’s conservatism in American history. 

What was the source of this radicalism and why did it all but disap¬ 
pear? The core of the farmer’s attitude has been a fierce individualism. 
As individualism became more and more linked with the anti-inter¬ 
ventionist antibureaucratic doctrines of Republican conservatism, the 
farmers became the great conservative force of America. The Granger 
Revolt, the Farmers' Alliance, the Farmer-Labor parties, the Non- 
Partisan leagues, the Populist and Progressive groups whose center was 
in the agricultural states of the Middle West, were largely ironed out 
of the American political picture. The “sons of the wild jackass” who 
used to come to Congress from the Midwestern states are no more. This 
does not mean the Republicans can always count on the "farm vote.” 
The elections for a twenty-year period, front 193a through 1952, showed 
that the farmer shops around for price supports. But his basic con¬ 
servatism of outlook survived the New Deal and Fair Deal. Strikingly, 
this change from agrarian radicalism to agrarian conservatism became 
more pronounced with the mechanization of agriculture. In the case 
of the farmers, Vcblen’s “discipline of the machine” has worked in an 
inverse way. It would he more to the point to say that the farmer grew 
more conservative as his living standard rose. 

The farmer’s individualism had its roots ir the fact that, except for 
the corporate farms and the co ops, the farmer has to wrestle with soil 
and climate, bugs and boll weevils, chemistry and hormones, largely 
by himself. It is not that he deals (in Veblen’s terms) with “magic” but 
that whatever he deals with he has to deal with as an individual enter¬ 
priser: the directness of effort and reward, the Lockean sense of property 
as whatever a man has acquired by mixing his sweat with the soil, are as 
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nakedly manifested in the family farm as in small-scale business enter¬ 
prise. This has made both of them areas of individualism. 

In one respect the American farmer differs from farmers all over the 
world. He is not a village-dweller. In India, for example, three quarters 
of the population lives in the traditional farm village. The European 
village-community might conceivably have been transferred to America 
and for a time in New England—while the dangers from the Indians 
were still felt—the farmers huddled together. But except for the Mormon 
settlements in Utah and the village culture of the Spanish-speaking 
groups in the Southwest, the way of the American farmer is to live 
on his farm homestead and leave the village and town to the traders, 
farm-implement dealers, grain and feed dealers, storekeepers, mill- 
workers, and service groups. The decisive historical moment here came 
in the settlement of the Middle West. The Homestead Acts required 
residence on the land to support the title: the typical homestead was a 
“quarter section” of 160 acres, which meant that the farmers lived 
scattered over the land, separated by far distances, with a one-room 
schoolhouse for their children and a small church set in the open 
country for their worship. The difficulties of transport kept the farm 
community within the distance of the “team haul.” The result was a 
fierce localism which laid its stress on local autonomy, a fear of 
statism, an isolated way of life that led to isolationism in outlook. The 
farmer’s relation to the town was one of hostility: it was the relation of 
a producer to the middleman who bought his products cheap, and the 
storekeepers who sold him other products dear; it was the relation of 
the debtor to the banker, the creditor, the mortgage-holder. This in¬ 
creased his individualism, his isolationism, his burning sense of griev¬ 
ance. 

Life has changed for the independent farmer, whether in the Mid¬ 
west or elsewhere. He has come into a new relation to the standardizing 
forces of American culture and has become part of the communications 
revolution. The automobile, the radio, movies, and TV have brought 
him out of his isolation; he does his shopping and trading less in the 
farm village and more in the larger industrial center where he can get 
spare parts for his machinery and the newest fashions for his wife 
and daughters. His one-room schoolhouse has become a consolidated 
school located in the trade center to which his children ride daily on 
a school bus; his land is no longer heavily mortgaged; his crops are 
price-supported by the Federal government, and in raising them he gets 
the help of government technicians. The work of a farmer is still hard, 
heavy work, and the risks of weather and market fluctuations are still 
real risks. But as farming has become a subsidized sector of the economy. 
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and the security of the farmer one of the tasks of the welfare state, his 
antistatism is shown up as an anachronism. Nevertheless as a traditional 
“agin-er," it is still as logical for him to be "agin” the state which 
subsidized him as it was for him to be “agin” the system of business 
power which organized the home-market and world-market demand 
for his products. 

In most areas of the world the rural population is custom-bound. In 
the United States custom has largely loosened its hold, and the farmer 
is battered by all the dislocating forces of contemporary life. What used 
to be called the "rural community” has been churned up and is to be 
found across the country in various stages of disoigani/ation. There 
has been a steady movement away from the land. The fanner's daughter 
who has been to the university moves to the towns and cities for mar¬ 
riage oi a career; the farmer’s son who has gone to an agricultural col¬ 
lege sometimes stays to manage the farm, sometimes is drawn aw'ay by 
the more powerful suction force of city life. The slack is taken up by 
bigger farm units and by corpotale management. 

The pull of the farm has not vanished: every year there are young 
Americans who would like to take up farming as a way of life, but the 
only available government land is the small tracts of Western public 
lands newly reclaimed by irrigation, and the waiting list for each is a 
long one. A more important trend is that of the man with a career in 
the city who likes to farm as a supplementary way of life (much like 
the English gentleman of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries) and 
can afford the investment it requires-and in many cases writes the 
loss off against his high-bracket income tax. He is another example of 
how the farmer's way has been swept up into the powerful sway of the 
pecuniary culture of America. 


8. The Decline of the Small Town 

The American place started with small population units, rapidly grew 
to big ones, and has ever since been under the double tension of mov¬ 
ing from the small unit to the big one and at the same time moving 
from the center of the bigger unit outward toward the rim. Traditionally 
the small town has been held to embody the American spirit better than 
the larger frame. De Tocqueville affirmed that the township as a unit 
both of government and of living had preceded the state and nation 
in America and was more important than either. In New England the 
township has lasted over three hundred years, and while it has been 
battered by heavy pressures from state, nation, and economy, it still re¬ 
tains traces of the two goods that Americans have always seen in it— 
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the friendliness of farc-to fare i chit ions and (he concern about the 
town’s affairs fel( by all its citizens. 

De Tocqueville had a tcason of his own for his tub-thumping about 
the New England township—his hatred for Frenih ccntialization, which 
made a person “a kind of settler, indifferent to the fate of the spot 
which he inhabits. The greatest changes are effected there without his 
concurrence. . . . The condition of his village, the police of his street, 
the repairs of the church or parsonage, do not concern him: for he 
looks upon all these things as unconnected with himself and as the 
property of a powerful stranger whom he calls the government ” He 
saw American town government as the ideal contrast to this lugubrious 
picture. For all his bia-. he was nonetheless right about the "provincial 
independence" of the American small town and the fierce identifica¬ 
tion of even its poorest citizens with the disputes and rivalries that raged 
about its affairs. This intensity still prevails in many New England 
towns, governed by three "Selectmen,” who draw up annual budgets 
that are examined, item for item, by the entire citizenry sitting in the 
primary democracy of the town meeting. In the early days of the Re¬ 
public the small town was the tap spting of the revolutionary spirit 
and of cultural strength. There were few Presidents from Lincoln and 
Grant to Truman and Eisenhower who were not the products of small¬ 
town culture. During most of American history, until the turn of the 
twentieth century, it was the basic community form for most Ameri¬ 
cans. 

But the growing point of American life is scarcely to be found in 
the small town today. Latterly the important lines of growth have been 
elsewhere. It is partly that all the small units in American life are hav¬ 
ing to wage a losing light—not only the small town but the small farm, 
the small business firm, the small college, even the neighborhood within 
the big city. Somewhere between the turn of the century and the New 
Deal the small town felt the withering touch of the Great Artifact that 
wc call American society, and in the qiiaiicr century between 1930 
and 1955 the decisive turn was made, away from small-town life. The 
currents of American energy moved around and beyond the small 
towns, leaving them isolated, demoralized, with their young people 
leaving them behind like abandoned ghost towns. 

What happened was that the small tow'n lost its economic and cul¬ 
tural base. Partly this happened in the areas most badly scarred by soil 
erosion, where the destruction of the rural hinterland stripped away 
the substance of small-town existence. J 5 ut actually this was a marginal 
force. Everywhere, even in the most prosperous areas, the small town 
was undercut by the big changes in American life—the auto and super¬ 
highway, the supermarket and the market center, the mail-order house. 
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the radio and TV, the growth of national advertising, the mechaniza¬ 
tion of farming—so that it turned its face directly to the centers of tech¬ 
nology. It was the city and the suburb—the duster-city complex -that 
became the focus of working and living, consuming and leisure. “None 
of the kids ever come back here to live after they’ve gon^ away to 
school," said an older man front Shannon Center, Iowa, which had lost 
almost half its population in the 1940s. The young people go on to find 
jobs in factories or businesses far from where they grew up, or they go 
away to college or technical school and get the kind of training for 
which the small town, with its limited opportunities, simply cannot 
offer a demand. 

I have been talking here of an entity hanl to define, especially in 
drawing a line between the small town and the city. The Census Bureau 
calls any community of over 2,500 people “urban,” and for 1950 showed 
some 3,000 communities in America with a population between 1,000 
and 2,500; more than 3,000 with a population from 2,500 to 10,000; 
and 3,800 with a population between 2,500 and 25,000. One might put 
the dividing line at around 10,000 or 15,000 people, but it would be 
an arbitrary line. 

The test is at what point the town grows too big to make life corn- 
passable. The value of small town living lies in the face-to-face relations 
that it makes possible throughout the community. One might say that 
a small town ceases to be one as soon as someone who has lived in it a 
number of years finds unfamiliar faces as he walks down the street and 
is not moved to discover who they are and how they got there. For in 
a small town it is the unfamiliar that is remarkable, just as in a big 
city the memorable experience is to meet in a random walk through 
the streets someone you know. It has occurred to more than one ob¬ 
server that if a big-city inhabitant were to respond to all the people 
he meets to the same degree as a small town inhabitant, he would end 
as a raving lunatic. 

One notes that most of the communities in the spate of recent surveys 
(the Newburyport of Lloyd Warner’s Yankee City, the Morris of his 
Democracy in Jonesville, the Natchez of John Bollard’s Caste and Class 
in a Southern Town, the Grafton of Granville Hicks’s Small Town) 
were about towns of less than 25,000. Muncie of the Middletown 
studies by Robert and Helen Lynd (38,000 at the time of the first study, 
48,000 at the second) was somewhat larger. Each study was an effort 
to catch the distillation of American life through a microscopic analysis 
of a cross section of it. Clearly, the small town lends itself most easily 
to this kind of inductive study because it is small enough to grasp. But 
I doubt the symbolic value it is intended to have for America as a whole. 
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What the studies are discovering is the America of an earlier generation. 
The changes operative in the growth centers of American life are re¬ 
flected in distorted form in the small town, like the shadows in Plato’s 
cave. 

The idea that the small town is the seed ground of what is character¬ 
istically American has not been restricted to its glorifiers or to the 
survey-makers. It may be found in so hostile a critic as Thorstein Veb- 
len, in his classic essay on “The Country Town” (Absentee Ownership 
in America). He wrote as an agrarian radical of the Scandinavian Mid¬ 
west, resenting the Yankee merchants and bankers who had come from 
New England to take over the Great Plains. He saw in the country town 
the roots* of the capitalist attitude—the "predatory” and “prehensile” 
spirit of American business enterprise, middleman rather than pro¬ 
ducer, quick to discern a profit, greedy to grasp it, tenacious in holding 
on to it. It was ruthless evaluation yet not without its insight. A his¬ 
tory of American industry will show how many of the men who came 
to the top of the heap spent their formative years in the small town 
and in many instances got their business start there. But even when 
Veblen wrote in the mid-1920s the small town was ceasing to be the 
focus of the capitalist spirit. 

The fact that the small town is dwindling in importance makes 
Americans idealize it all the more. The phrase “small town” has come 
itself to carry a double layer of meaning, at once sentimental and con¬ 
descending. There is still a belief that democracy is more idyllic at the 
“grass roots,” that the business spirit is purer, that the middle class is 
more intensely middling. There is also a feeling that by the fact of 
being small the small town somehow escapes the corruptions of life in 
the city and the dominant contagions that infest the more glittering 
places. History, geography, and economics gave each American town 
some distinctive traits of style that are imbedded in the mind, and the 
memory of this style is all the more marked because of the nostalgia 
felt, in a largely urban America, for what seems the lost serenity of 
small town childhoods. 

This was probably part of the basis for the “Renaissance" of the 
small town at mid-century, just when its decay and the movement of 
population from it were most marked. There was a return to it emo¬ 
tionally, if not intellectually, as a repository of the older and more 
traditional values. A number of writers, advertising men, newspaper¬ 
men, and artists dreamed of forsaking the competitive tensions of New 
York, Chicago, or Hollywood to settle down in a small town and find 
the abandoned "heart of America." In the university centers some 
of the professors made heroic efforts to revive the energies of the small 
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town and recaptuie its control for the people, much as the Russian 
Narotlmki at the turn of the century ill earned of "going to the people" 
and finding among them new strength with which to grapple with the 
tasks of social revolution and reconstruction. 

I lie question few of them laced was why the small town had de¬ 
clined and been lejected by the younger people. One might have ex¬ 
pected the face-to lace quality of ns living and the strong personal ties 
it afforded to have served .is an attraction to young families settling 
down to a tranquil and satisfying way of life, lint this reckons without 
the counterforce of recoil from the torpor and tyranny of the small 
town. The best due to this counteiforce showed up in the literature 
of the 1910s and ipaos-in the por11ait of Spoon River in Edgar Lee 
Masters’ poems, in the Gopher Prairie of Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street, 
in the hater narratives ol Sheiwood Andeison and Theodote Dreiser. 
As early as 1882 Ed Howe had laid bare the meanness and sterility of 
small town hie in The Story of a Country Town. All these writers de¬ 
picted mercilessly the provincialism of small town hie, the stifling con¬ 
straints, the sense of stagnation that came from living in a closed loom. 
It is unlikely that the forces of American conformism were more cruelly 
displayed anywheie than in the heavy hand that the small town habitu¬ 
ally laid on the man 01 woman who too rashly broke the moral code. 
Just as heavy was the hand one laid on one’s own rebel impulses. The 
record at once ol the outer social tvranny and the inner rcpiessron ni^iy 
be read in the stony faces of Grant Wood's provincials. 

Even the cflorts at "reform’’ were part of the mood of disillusion¬ 
ment. Garol Kennuott, who tried to bring culture to Gopher Prairie, 
was in the line of succession of the women who had founded the 
Minerva (dubs, the Ladies’ History (dubs, and the Ladies’ Lihiary 
Associations of Sioux Falls, S,D„ and Weeping Waters, Neb., and 
Sleepy Eye, Minn., seeking to bring culture to the moving frontier. Yet 
while Carol was not new, she expressed a change of mood. Sinclair Lewis, 
like Masters, Dreiser, and Anderson, drew for much of his creative¬ 
ness upon his smoldering rebellion against the "lassitude and futility" 
of Gopher Prairie. Its Main Street, lie wrote*, "is the continuation of 
Main Streets everywhere.” And he added, with his heavy satiric: under¬ 
scoring, "Main Street-is the climax of civilization"—although it is woifh 
adding that in his later novels Lewis reversed his position and took 
back his satire. His fellow townsmen were meanwhile content with 
Main Street. "Somehow Harry Lewis didn’t like it heie,” was the way 
one of his boyhood friends from Sauk Center put it many years later. 
But this was no crotchet of Lewis’s: it was tiun of other vviiters and 
artists. The city revolution had brought with it a widening ol horizons. 
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and a dislocation of social tics. The sensitive ones who were left be¬ 
hind felt cheated of life. 

A number of aitics, including T. S. Eliot, have linked creative 
achievement with the face-to-face relations possible in a small com¬ 
munity. This may be so, but in the United States the poets and novelists 
of the period wrote as they did not because thev had tics with the small 
town but because they wete breaking then ties. The creatively releasing 
foice for them was the sense of bteaking thiough the entrusted mold of 
custom. The very smallness of the small town gave them compassable 
symbols of grievance and hatred, and it dramatized both the clash be¬ 
tween the small town and the Cieat Society and also the sense of break¬ 
through. Even m the 1950s many young men writing their fust novels 
chose the macrocosm of some small town to depict, as in Snortia, Texas. 
But iu a sense the 1920s saw “the last of the provincials,” as Maxwell 
Geismar put it, and the great writing moved away from the small town 
and its life to the citv and its suburbs and the outside world. 

What happened to the small town was not only that the big social 
changes undercut it and swilled around it, leaving it isolated, but they 
also drained it of its store of power The power of America today is to 
he found largely with the business and community leadeis of the city, 
who initiate policies for corporate empires tiade-unions, national 
pressme groups, and big-audience media. Knowing this, we tend to 
foiget that in an earlict America the decisions that expiessed the 
American will were largely made by small town lawveis, bankers, mer¬ 
chants. editors. As men handi/mg, transport and icrreation shifted, 
the locus of power shifted. I he town could no longer peifmm most 
of its fum tions alone-roadbuildtng, lelief, education, taxation, public 
works- and it came to depend on subsidies fiom the Federal and state 
governments. As the pow<i diminished, however, the intensity of the 
fetich and rivalries did not always subside, and the small town some¬ 
times offered the unieal spectacle of an intensified struggle over 
dwindling stakes of power. 

To the outward eve, the town of the 1950s, with its chuich spires, 
its Town Hall, its Main Sneer stores, its hank, its weekly newspaper, 
seemed what it always was. But its decay was unmistakable, taking 
the foim of a displacement of its power and a disorganization of its 
traditional ways of life. Charles Francis Adams had seen it generations 
earlier, in his poetic dcsdipiion (in Thiee Episodes of Massachusetts 
History) of the disappearance of the New' England village. Even the close 
controls which the code makeis of the town once exerted on its moral 
standards had to be relaxed in the face of the general moral confusion. 



154 


PEOPLE AND PLACE 


George Homans pointed out, in commenting on a study of the social 
disorganization of “Hilltown”—a Massachusetts farming town of about 
1,000 people—that a town clerk who absconded with community funds 
was no longer dealt with draconically as in similar cases in the fjast, that 
girls being dated were expected to "come across” sexually, and that vir¬ 
ginity before marriage was no longer stressed or counted upon. Few 
would argue today that the condition of mental health in the small 
town is better than in the city, or that there is less alcoholism or a 
better family situation. Nor can one any longer underplay the seamier 
sides of American localism—the heartbreaking inertia, the presence of 
corruption and greed even at the grass roots. Human meanness and 
human generosity are widely distributed in a culture, and the pursuit 
of the cultural life goals goes on with little reference to the unit of liv¬ 
ing. There may be greater tranquillity in the small town but no more 
happiness; there are face-to-face relations but no deeper understanding 
of the human situation; there is a more compassable universe to grasp, 
physically and socially, but in reality it is no less bewildering. 

If I have been unsparing here in dealing with the legend of small¬ 
town superiority, I do not mean to belittle the enduring although lesser 
place the small town is likely to have in American life. The growth 
of a highly urban and mechanized Great Society has by-passed not only 
the town itself but also some of the values with which it was historically 
linked. Emerson’s Concord, Lincoln's Springfield, William Allen White’s 
Emporia. Truman’s Independence, and Eisenhower’s Abilene must have 
borne along on their current a way of life strong enough to shape the 
men they produced. Some of America’s towns, especially in New Eng¬ 
land and in the prosperous areas of the Middle West, are still con¬ 
scious of being the carriers of a tradition and a philosophy. When Harry 
Truman, commenting on the problem of juvenile delinquency, wrote 
that “our children need fewer gadgets and more chores,” he was ex¬ 
pressing a recognizable small town philosophy—the direct, no nonsense, 
keep-life-simple philosophy of small town mores. Truman's own per¬ 
sonality-informal, downright, salty, with its strong sense of task, its 
stress on personal loyalties and obligations, its rejection of cant, its 
shrewd assessment of men and issues, and its built-in moral code—is the 
distillation of what is healthiest and most pungent in the surviving 
values of small town culture. Although most small town politicians 
(and much of American politics still derives from the small town) would 
shy away from Truman’s identification with majority aspirations and 
minority causes, with labor interests and civil liberties and Negro civil 
rights, enough of them are enough like Truman to make a fusion of 
urban and small town values conceivable. If the small town is wholly 
sacrificed there will be sacrificed along with it some continuity of face- 
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to-face relations, an awareness of identity, a striving to be part of a 
compassable whole, a sense of counting lor something and being recog¬ 
nized as a person and not a ciphei. 

A number of recent American writings indicate that the nostalgia 
for the small town need not be construed as directed toward the town 
itself; it is rather a "quest for community” (as Robert Nisbet puts it)— 
a nostalgia for a compassable and integral living unit. The critical 
question is not whether the small town can be rehabilitated in the 
image of its earlier strength and growth--for clearly it cannot-but 
whether American life will be able to evolve any other integral com¬ 
munity to replace it. This is what I call the problem of place in 
America, and unless it is somehow resolved, American life will become 
more jangled and fragmented than it is, and American personality will 
continue to be unquiet and unfulfilled. 

If the small town survives at all in a future America, it will have to 
survive within this frame and on a new economic base—not as the 
minor metropolis of a farming area, or as a mill town or mining town, 
but as a fusion of farming and industrial life along with the residential 
spill-over from the city and the suburb. I shall deal with both these 
forms in what follows, but it is worth saving here that neither the 
mammoth city nor the dormitory suburb is as it stands an adequate 
solution of the problem of place in America. Neither is the small town 
as it stands. But it ran diversify its economic base, especially with the 
trend toward decentralizing industry. With the new modes of transport 
it can reach even the distant big city easily—for work or recreation, 
school, medical facilities, or friends. And it can build a way of life 
which forms a continuity with the small town of the past but without 
its cluttering accompaniments of provincialism and torpor. 

City Lights and Shadows 

America was formed in its present mold in the process of city building, 
and it is still true—even in the era of the suburban revolution—that 
wherever American places arc being shaped anew the new forms ir¬ 
repressibly move toward becoming cities. While making goods and mak¬ 
ing money, the American has become in the process a city maker as 
well. 

Lewis Mumford, in his Culture of Cities , has traced with learning 
and passion the historical rise of the city as shelter, fortress, industrial 
center, mechanical way of life—the stages toward "Megalopolis.” In. 
every civilization the rise of the big city has been a by-product of tech¬ 
nical and industrial development. This has been true not only in 
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Europe, whose cities grew big earlier than America’s and whose popu¬ 
lation density is higher, but also in Asia, uheie the recent upsurge of 
population ami the ierment of new forces June raised the si/e of the 
big cities staggeringly high. It is truer of the Amcikun city, however, 
that the rise of megalopolis has meant the accumulation not only of 
masses of people but of masses of power. The giowth of the American 
city has gone along with—and been the product of-revolutions in pro¬ 
duction, motive power, transport, connnunications. Every transforma¬ 
tion in the economy, including the rise ol new industries and the 
changes from roads to canals to railroads to autos and aviation, and 
from steam to gasoline to electric and atomic powet, has further com¬ 
plicated the web of city life. Yet the changes move inexorably, and as 
they occur they keep transforming the outer sky line and the inner struc¬ 
ture and life of the cily. Every new step in technology tends to destroy 
the inner forms of the cities on which they rest and which have made 
them possible, and on their ruins new forms arise. 

The statistical growth line is by now familiar enough. In 1790 when 
the American ration first emerged it had no cities, large or small, that 
could compare with the gloty of European cities l line were a few 
small “cities in the wilderness”—three between 10.000 and 25,000, two 
o\er 25,000, none as large as 50,000. Not until 1820 did New York 
have 100,000 and not until 1880 did it base a million people. By 1955 
it had over eight million, five other cities wcie our a million, and 
twenty ranged from New York's vast mass to the roughly half million 
of Cincinnati, Seattle, and Kansas Cily, 'I here wcie iof> cities of out 
100,000. Putting the figures dilfcicmlv, the urban population by Cen¬ 
sus Bureau definition (those living in places of over 2,500) increased 
between 1940 and 1950 horn around seventy-five million to around 
eightv-nine million, the latter figure representing almost two thirds 
(64 per cent) of the total population: in the Northeast the proportion 
was some 80 per cent, in the West 70 per cent, in the South 50 per cent. 
Add to this the fact that much of the nonfarming rural population is 
really urban, in tbc sense that it lives on the outskirts of metropolitan 
areas, with city jobs and values, and the urban percentage then goes as 
high as 80 to 82 per cent for the whole nation. Taking a still different 
approach, and using 25,000 to roo,oor as the range for a small- and 
middle-sized city, there w r ere seventeen nrllion Americans living in 378 
such cities in 1950, while there were forty four million living in cities 
of over 100,000-some sixty-one million in all living in cities of over 
25,000. 

Each of these cities has a character and style of its own. New York 
and Boston are proud of their role as intellectual centers, but Chicago, 
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"hog-butcher of the world,” was rhe scene of a literary Renaissance in 
the early decades of the (eniiiry and later became an educational cen¬ 
ter. A number of cities .San Francisco, New Orleans, Charleston—have a 
sure sense of their style and pictutesqueness as carriers of a history¬ 
laden or exotic tradition, but Boston, Philadelphia, and Baltimore 
would make rival claims on that score. Some cities in turn are proud of 
their recent growth as boom towns -Los Angeles, Detroit, Houston, 
Dallas, Seattle, Portland; and in America the claim to boom is more 
swaggering than the claim to tradition. Most American cities owe their 
growth to industry and transport, yet Washington is what it is because it 
is the nation’s capital; Los Angeles, the movie center of America, is also 
in an are.i of oil production and owed its original boom to the silver 
mining of the Sierras. 

Emphasizing this, there is a danger of forgetting the strength of the 
agricultural hinterland out ol which many of the American cities 
grew. They got their start as marketing reruns lor the products of 
the surrounding areas. Chicago anjl Kansas City became shipping cen¬ 
ters for the steers of Texas and the Far West. But Pittsburgh and Cleve¬ 
land owe most of their giowth to iron and steel, and Detroit is the 
automobile center of America Miami is the center of the vacationing 
and leisure industries, although recently it has been developing 
light industries less seasonal and precarious. In the Fast, cities like 
Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Charleston, and Atlanta got their start 
as strategic ports and others rose because they were at the convergence 
of the great trails and risers or dominated high ground as torts. There 
are instances where a city of promising giowth remained small while 
another grew into a metropolis, mainly because in laying out trans¬ 
continental railroads the line by passed one and went tlnough another. 
Thus many of the Western cities without natural location on rivers are 
mainly the result of the accident of transportation history, often aided 
by political pressure, land speculation, and outright bribery. 

At some point in its history every American city has been a "boom'' 
city, meaning the sudden spurt of growth when a particular city exerts 
a suction force upon people looking for opportunity, jobs, profits. 
Often this spurt of giowth takes on a motive force of its own and 
threatens to run away with the city, outstripping its productive base. 
The great example of a synthetic boom was that of Florida in the 
1920s when blueprint citiFs were staked out, with water systems, light¬ 
ing systems, and even community centers. Some later boomed again, 
and successfully; others remained as derelict reminders that a city cannot 
be wholly the creation of hope, hysteria, and paper profits. Even in 
the Paradise of real-estate values a city responds to organic laws of 



158 


PEOPLE AND PLACE 


growth. When that growth has a valid base the initial boom will be 
succeeded by others in mounting succession. The original Chicago boom 
was that of a stockyaid and railroad center; its later phases were those 
of farm machinery manufacture, grain and commodity exchanges and 
speculation, and then war research and production. In Los Angeles a 
silver-mining boom was succeeded by an oil boom, a movie boom, and 
a war boom. In Houston and Dallas the booms were chiefly those of oil, 
real estate, and war industries. A smaller city like Norfolk grew origi¬ 
nally as a port and then achieved a shipbuilding boom during World 
Warll. 

But the story of city growth is not summed up in the strategy of 
industrial location. Once the cities were established they exerted a suc¬ 
tion force on many diverse groups. Until Woild War I the city magnet 
drew immigrants fiom Europe and boys and girls from fauns and small 
towns. In the forties and fifties it drew Negroes from the South and (in 
the case of New York) Puerto Rican immigrants. In most cases the 
trinity of motifs was comfort, opportunity, glamour. 

The comfort motif was the answer a later generation gave to the 
harshness of frontier life that earlier generations had encountered. It 
was especially important for American women, who had found the 
frontier settlements bleak and welcomed the restoration of European 
comfort to the American situation. The middle class carried this motif 
further, and the calculated comfort of American heating, the American 
bathroom, and the garishness of rhe American hotel became symbols of 
“materialism” which the rest of the world first ridiculed, then emied 
and imitated. 

Related to it is the glamour of city life. In the 1880s the magazine il¬ 
lustrations called it the “lure of the city.” They depicted a country lad 
lying on a hillock, gazing longingly into the distance toward the towers 
and spires of the city. The mass city-Chicago, Detroit, Minneapolis, 
Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Boston, New York—was what the young men 
yearned for. It was their City of God. As for the young women, they 
turned toward the freedom and blandishments of the city and its ro¬ 
mantic possibilities. It was in the cities that the young people hoped 
to find the excitement and fulfillment which the dynamism of their 
culture made them ask of life. Where people clustered together there 
was a greater choice of people, a chance to show one's beauty and wit 
to advantage, a chance for dress and gaiety, sexual adventure, love and 
marriage. The glamour of city life was part of the impulse back of the 
great migration from country to city in the past seventy-five years. 

The greatest of the trinity of motifs was the idea of limitless oppor¬ 
tunities for the young, strong, and able. Often the mass city proved 
to be a jungle in which many were destroyed and the survivors brutal- 
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ized. But those who build a temple to the idols of success do not in¬ 
quire loo closely about the burdens of the sacrifices. 

As a result of city living, Americans are becoming a people whose 
earliest memories are less apt to be of the farm or village or the main 
street of a small town than of pavements and movies, and swimming at 
the docks, and running in gangs, and “going downtown.” They have 
had to get accustomed to the jangle of city sounds stiiking on the nerve 
centers, to new ways of dodging city traffic or of waiting it out patiently, 
to the complexity and pavements of the “asphalt jungle.” 

Why do they stand it? The answer is that many don’t, hence the 
Great Exodus to the suburbs. For those who do, the city has become 
more than a convenience: it is a necessity. This is tiue for workers who 
must be near factories, railroad yards, and offices; for businessmen who 
must be near their markets and customers; for writers and artists, ad¬ 
vertisers, workers in the big media, who must be near the centers of the 
nation’s life. 

The city is no longer a mode of comfort, as it was in its earlier 
phases. In some ways it has become the acme of discomfort—congested, 
traffic-stalled, smog-filled, shut out from sunlight, with scarcely space for 
breathing and no feel of soil beneath one’s feet and no sense of the 
rhythm of the seasons. Any subway rider during the rush hours in New 
York can testify that city life has rigors challenging the frontier. This 
ascesis is made endurable (at least for the eggheads) because of the ex¬ 
citement of theaters, concerts, night clubs, restaurants, sports events, uni¬ 
versities, art schools, which only the city can furnish and for which even 
the big media and the modern arts of mass reproduction are no sub¬ 
stitutes. Beyond these amenities the core attraction of the city as a way 
of life is tension, movement, opportunity, and a swarming kind of 
warmth. A recent survey of Detroit, into which waves of workers have 
swept from farms and small towns, shows that most of them do not 
share the fashionable despair about city living. They like living in 
Detroit. It is as if there were an unlocalized yearning for what is big in 
size, dense in numbers, vaiied in type and stock of people, mobile, re¬ 
sponsive. The cities are fed by this restlessness and grow through it. 

Thus the American city as a way of life is the product not only of 
technical and economic factors but also of loneliness. It is here that 
the by/antine aspect of Amrriqan city culture becomes important. What 
is involved is not only the quest for liquor and night clubs, late hours, 
sexual excitement and sexual opportunity. These are the more obvious 
garments of a Faustian hunger and an almost pathetic fear of being 
left out of things. The city is at once the product and symbol of human 
alienation and the longed-for antidote against it. It is the sum of all 
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the signatures that a restless spirit has leit on a people sensitive to ex¬ 
perience. “ This city,” as E. B. White put it in a prose hymn to New 
York which is the distillation of the urban mood, ‘‘this mischievous 
and marvelous monument which not to look upon would be like 
death.” 

So dedicated an attachment does not exclude a sense of the realities 
ot city life. White has said that there arc three New Yorks—that of the 
natives, which gives continuity to the life of the city; that of the 
commuters, who use the city for business during the day and for eve¬ 
ning forays but live in the suburbs; that of the migrants—the polyglot 
invaders from Europe, Africa and Asia, and from Puerto Rico nearer to 
home, and the youngsters coming from the Midwest to make a career 
and discover a univeise. To some extent other cities are stteaked with 
the same strata. The big cities offer a greater variation of ethnic stock 
and a heavier emphasis on the professional and intellectual classes. But 
otherwise any American city contains, in replica, much the same 
pyramid of class and mass, of wealth and poverty, of conspicuous con¬ 
sumption and heartbieaking scrimping that American life as a whole 
contains. The difference is that in a city the contrasts are heightened 
because there are greater extremes at both ends and because the whole 
is brought within the compass of a single area. 

At one end of the scale the big cities furnish the frame of American 
wealth and power. They ptovide the banking and financial mechanisms 
for the rest of the counn die centers of communication, the starting 
points of adveitismg publications, and salesmanship. This does not 
mean that they aie unptoductise, since every big city owed its rise to 
some crucial relation to the American productive economy. But what 
the city adds as its own is the pecuniary liame of American society 
This is where the money is, this is where the credit structure rests, and 
with the money and credit go the power and the gloiy. 

Big cities are centers of absentee power, often holding the small ones 
in fief. In a medium city like Elinua, N.Y.. for example, only a few 
of the big plants on which income and employment depend are locally 
owmed. The others are subsidiaries ol corporations with home offices in 
New York, Pittsburgh, Detioit. In Elmira even labor has an absentee 
structure of authority, because the national labor contracts on which 
the Elmira contracts are modeled are signed elsewheie, after negotiations 
that are carried on at conferences elsewhere. This absenteeism of owner¬ 
ship and control is especially true of the South and Far West, which 
are linked with control centers in the East and Midwest. A big city 
like Atlanta apd a small city like Decatur, Ala. (pop. 25,000), bid 
anxiously against other cities for plants which will be the subsidiaries 
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of absentee corporations. The duel function of chambers of commerce 
is to sell the city as a potential location tor new industry. Newspapers, 
banks, mayors, and city administrations join forces to lure industry 
to the city. A corporation looking for a Southern plant close to cheap 
power will get bids Horn perhaps a score of cities olfeting hydroelectric 
power, cheap labor power, low taxes, and political favors. Once the 
city has the plant, it is dependent on a massi\e impersonal corporation 
that makes its decisions within the frame not ot local conditions but 
of its whole empire. Face to-lace ielations in the everyday area of job 
life become impossible. And when the corporation abandons the plant 
for a cheaper or more favorable spot, the effect oh workers and mer¬ 
chants is devastating, 

Although the gods whom it must propitiate for its destiny are not 
local deities but the gods of “business conditions/' each city has its 
sense of welfare and cata.stiophe. The usual “community feeling” is a 
hopped-up, synthetic semihysieila called "boosterisin.” To be a "booster" 
is to sing ymn city's piaises, push its waies, arid defend its good name 
against defamers. It is an item in a spurious mythology of city pro¬ 
motion, tending to cancel out against the SMithetn m\thologios of the 
other cities. But at a time of general joblessness, the false front falls 
away and people leel caught in a common plight. The plants close 
down, the pay envelopes sin ink, you buy on credit and lace the threat 
of eviction notices. In such crises, or in the event of hurricane or flood 
disaster, the city discovers itself not just as a chance collection of atoms 
but as a whole whose pans are members of each other. 

Despite the loncl convhtion abroad that all American cities look 
alike, each has its own cliaraclet istic architecture, its own sky line, its 
ow n style erf budding and ol living, its own mood. T ac h has also its 
natural history, passing through a senes ol phases at each of which its 
characteristic style changed. Philadelphia and Boston, once the great 
political and cultmal capitals of Ainmc.i, ate now a mixture ot the 
provincial and the ethnically pluialist. Several cities that started in a 
somewhat lurid fashion as centers ui promiscuous frontier gambling 
and scarlet sex-such as San Ft.inciseo, Cincinnati, New r Oilcans—are 
now almost as respectable as then sister cities. From some cities, like 
Indianapolis, the stamp of rural provincialism is hard to efface. But 
others--Chicago, Cleveland, Cincinnati, Minneapolis, Kansas City, 
Louisville, Houston, Dallas-tp which lectmeis and theater troupes and 
roncert companies used to come onlv as an act of condescension or up¬ 
lift have become centers ol regional culture. 


Compared with the slow growth o< the great cit’e- of Furope, the 
American cities seemed to shoot up overnight Hick- veie >>evernl turn- 



162 


PEOPLE AND PLACE 


ing points at which the efforts made to plan their growth might have 
taken hold and become a permanent part of the American scheme. 
For a time in the colonial Ameiica of Charleston, Annapolis, and Wil 
liamsburg some ideas of spacious planning were set in motion, but the 
Revolution interrupted them. After the emergence of the nation there 
were city plans in the air on a grand scale—not only for the Washing¬ 
ton of Major L’Enfant but also for Boston and Philadelphia, and for 
the new frontier cities of Buffalo, Cleveland, and Detroit. But except in 
Washington and Savannah they came to little, largely because most 
cities were growing too fast to allow for the luxury of planned squares 
and open spaces at the city core, or for broad avenues fanning out on 
a radial pattern with houses well set back and with space between 
them. A New York study, which rejected such planning in favor of a 
cheaper and quicker gridiron pattern divided into uniform rectangles 
and subdivided with building lots, was later described by Edith 
Wharton as the expression of “a society of prosperous businessmen 
who have no desire to row against the cut rent.” 

Once again, at the turn of the twentieth century, there was a Renais¬ 
sance of city planning, spaiked by the apprenticeship of American 
architects in Paris and by the Chicago Exposition of 1893. But while 
it yielded an influential Chicago plan and an attempt to put a beauti¬ 
ful facade on cities from coast to coast, under men like Daniel Burn¬ 
ham, Frederick Olmstead, and Charles McKim, the inertia ol haphazard 
city growth was too great to arrest. What was called the City Beauti¬ 
ful movement caught the imagination and pride of American architects. 
It was a movement that dealt with state capitols, civic centers, univer¬ 
sities, churches, and even railroad stations; eventually, inspired by the 
garden-city movement of England, it also left its impact on the layout 
of suburbs. Yet essentially its weakness was that it focused on boulevards 
and parks for the rich and did little about wider sidewalks and better 
quarters for the poor. “It had a lot of democratic phrases,” writes Wil¬ 
liam Wheaton, “but little democratic action.” 

A hundred years had elapsed between the city-planning movement 
at the turn of the nineteenth century and the one at the turn of the 
twentieth. Not only had vested interests become encrusted but so had 
habits of building, thinking, living. They were held fast by a century 
of custom and by greed and speed and the mistaken laissez faire that 
carried over from the realm of moneymaking into the realm of beauty, 
utility, and orderly growth. Still to follow were remarkable feats of city 
engineering and the building of skyscrapers, auto parkways, and thru- 
Vays. But as for city planning, the movement was renewed so heart- 
breakingly late that it was no match for the strength of real-estate groups 
and the down-to-earth sense of the "practical" men. The American 
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cities had already established their basic pattern of growth. By the time 
the Depression had stripped away the burnished surface of the cities 
and revealed the blight beneath, and governmental housing projects 
were started under the New Deal and new city planning commissions 
established, they could do little except operate within the accomplished 
fact of city history. 

T he core of that accomplished fact was planlcssness. Most American 
cities had risen helter-skelter, wherever some convenience of location 
might place them or some rapacity push them. They grew up thus— 
grim and unlovely; often wrongly situated foi health, huddling against 
tracks and wharves, clustered around railroad stations, stockyards, 
chemical factories, and power plants, with the scars of congested slums 
on them; swept by fires, vulnerable to epidemics, cradled often in low- 
lying arefts periodically ravaged by floods; their air poisoned with 
smoke and polluted from the slag of the furnaces: sprawling and 
crowded aggregates that grew by haphazard and piled-up wealth and 
excitement but offered large segments of their people a mode of living 
which was neither spacious nor gracious, with neither plan nor mean¬ 
ing. 

lo say the cities were without plan does not mean that their growth 
lacked any discernible principle. A group of thoughtful students of city 
development have tried ingeniously to unrover a theory by which 
planless growth unfolded in various cities according to somewhat similar 
patterns. It became clear, for example, that many cities had a central 
core—the downtown business and shopping district, with hotels, banks, 
theaters, movie houses, office buildings, and the City Hall; and that 
around this core the other areas were to be found—the warehouses, 
railroad yards, factories; the wholesale and light-manufacturing dis¬ 
tricts; the blighted area with slums, rooming houses, and tenements 
(some of them once residences but later abandoned); the better low- 
cost houses of the skilled workers living near their work and the middle- 
class homes and apartment houses; the heavy manufacturing district; 
sometimes an outlying business district; the "residential” area of bigger 
houses, set off from the street with trees and space around them; finally 
the suburban ring of commuters, including residential and industrial 
suburbs and comprising high and low incomes alike. 

At first it was thought that the districts grouped themselves around 
the core in widening concentric zones, with the expansive energy push¬ 
ing from the center outward. Then with the coming of modern trans¬ 
port, a radial sector theory depicted the city as growing outward from 
the center along the lines of automobile and bus transportation, always 
away from low-lying, blighted, and dead-end areas toward higher and 
open country. Finally, to take account of the complex and bewildering 
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growth of metropolitan cities, the theorists developed the idea of the 
multiple-nuclei city which grows around a number of cores. 

Obviously all this was theorizing after the fact, and the naked fact was 
that the growth of the American city followed profitability ajad trans¬ 
port. The real arbiters of city growth were the railroad (which often 
pre-empted some of the best open space), auto tiaffu, and the real estate 
promoter. It is these forces that dictated the shape of city growth far 
mote than any city plan. To some this may seem evidence that Ameri¬ 
can cities ha\e grown organically lather than by some synthetic design, 
but haphazard growth is not organic. It is possible to provide for in¬ 
formal as well as formal features of growth, for variety as well as regu- 
laritv, but the essential thing is to allow scope for both by taking 
thought. 

In its layout the city tends to reflect the life history of its movements 
of immigration. The history of Brooklyn, for example, was that of suc¬ 
cessive migrations of Dutch, British, New Englanders, Irish, Jews. 
Italians, Negroes, Scandinavians, East Europeans, Syrians, Puerto Ricans, 
and even a colony of Mohawk Indians. They form a polyglot gridiron 
across the face of the city, with enough distinctness so that each section 
has its ethnic core and gives each neighborhood a sense of ethnic 
identity. This is why it has been said that in New Yoik every street 
becomes a village, every area of ten or a dozen blocks becomes a neigh¬ 
borhood. 

One of the lesults of the failure to take thought is the Ameiican city 
slum. Every big city has its slum area. Tolstoy’s famous sentence—that 
all happy families are alike but eveiv unhappy family is unhappy in its 
own way—applies inversely to cities: their gleaming and burnished 
streets belong uniquely to the city itself, but theic is a deadly sameness 
about most slum areas. It is the universal quality of the scabrous areas 
where poverty and disease, delinquency and prostitution, walk together. 
The pattern of ethnic ghettos and race violence that has scarred some 
cities with blood and hate—among thorn Chicago, St. Louis, Detroit— 
comes out of elements that have a haunting similarity. The Negro 
slums in Atlanta do not differ much from those of Memphis, Birming¬ 
ham, or Jacksonville. The Polish slums nr Detroit, Buffalo, and Chicago 
are similar. The Mexican-Amcrican slums in San Antonio are worse 
than itr Denver, but it is a difference of degree rather than of kind, and 
it is paralleled by the Barrio in New York City where the newly ar¬ 
rived Puerto Rican immigrants cluster. 

William Bolitho once called the slums ol Glasgow the “cancer of 
Empire," a phrase even better lor the \merican slums, which are the 
blight on the gaudy flowers of American prosperity and power. The 
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first buildings meant to house workers and immigrant families in the 
big Eastern cities were put up in the 1830s. They were followed by a 
dreary line of successors, each uglier and more macabre than what 
it replaced, with a greater population density and a blanker separation 
from the living needs of the time. They usually provided a higher profit 
return than the better housing units and were a continuing temptation 
to the exploiting of human helplessness. “I rent to the people no one 
else will take,” said a Philadelphia “firetrap” landlord in 105(1. Some 
of the slum houses were multiple dwellings encased in the old “balloon 
frame”; others were “three-decker” wooden tenements or rotting brown- 
stones; still others were railroad flats stretching out endlessly in the 
"dumb-bell tenements,” with window’s looking out into narrow side 
courts; or they were five- and six-story walk-up tenements. 

The 1940 Census ievealcd that in fact one third of American dwell¬ 
ings were substandard. As late as 1948 the head of the St. Louis Chamber 
of Commerce said that 30 per cent of the quarter million dwelling units 
in the city lacked bath and toilet; in 1950 it was possible for Alfred 
Roth, a Swiss architect teaching in St. Louis, to say of its slums: “I’ve 
been many times in the slums of London. I’ve seen the damaged areas of 
western Europe. But never in my life have I seen anything like this.” 
Families everywhere lived doubled up and looked often into sunless 
shafts. Periodically the newspapers of Chicago or St. Louis or New 
York sent reporters out to survey the slums. They found a jungle of gar¬ 
bage cans spilling over, people living in dark basements, back yaids, 
and vacant lots, with kids playing among tin cans and broken bottles, 
decaying dock areas and trash-laden river fronts, children growing up 
to delinquency. Along with the neighborliness th*at the poor never lose, 
they would also find hustlers and jackals, and amidst the overcrowding 
they might (if they w'ere acute enough) find a dimension of loneliness 
and terror that no tenement law could isolate or prohibit. This is the 
aspect of city life that Nelson Algren’s novels depicted, even in the 
1950s. 

No account of the mass city can exclude the pathos of life for the 
millions who don’t get the prizes, the mean and scrubby struggle for a 
few scraps from the table of plenty, the wreckage of derelicts cast up 
by the unyielding tides of city struggle, the manic perversions and 
crimes, the organized preying on women, the conscription of children 
into vice. An American city shows to the defeated a different face from 
the one it shows the conquerors. With the slums come the vice areas, 
acknowledged and unacknowledged-*those of brothels, "boarding 
houses,” cheap hotels, saloons; those of narcotics addicts, whores, and 
pimps. It is for them that the Biblical words run true; "So shall thy 
poverty come as a robber, and thy want as an armed man." 
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What makes the slums ominous is that they represent a blight which, 
to a lesser degree, infects larger areas of the city as the restless move¬ 
ment of population shifts from one to another neighborhood. Land 
values in any particular segment of a big city are either moving up or 
down; neighborhoods are either gaining in prestige or getting “run 
down.” Once they start to deteriorate the process moves with cumulative 
swiftness: the ethnic "undesirables” begin to make inroads, panic sets 
in, and soon the whole character of the area has shifted. As the new 
transition zones are swept by the crosswinds of ethnic struggle, the 
schools express some of the tension, and street fights break out. The 
exodus may be to other neighborhoods or it may be wholly out of the 
city to the suburbs. The vitality of neighborhood and city is drained. 

Decay and blight have occurred, of course, in every phase of the 
city’s cycle of growth. In the past they have been followed by renewal, 
where the old was comini ally displaced by the new. But the city today 
is asked to find the energies for renewal exactly when it is faced with 
pyramiding costs of government, throttling traffic, mounting crime, 
and a drain on its more prosperous and educated population (it is 
largely the lower income groups who remain because they have nowhere 
else to go). As its people join the Great Exodus to live in the suburbs, 
they remain as users of the city’s services and facilities, but they are no 
longer taxed for them, getting a "free ride”: thus far the efforts to com¬ 
bine the city and its suburbs into a single tax-and-governmental unit, to 
share the costs, burdens, and services of government in the metropolitan 
community, have failed. The suburbanite swells the throng who seek 
entrance to the city by car every morning and exit at night, clogging 
bridges, tunnels, and thruways, congesting the streets, snarling the traffic. 
Ironically those who live in the city all week join the monster auto rally 
on week ends, eager to get away for a day or two, and spending hours in 
traffic jams on the way out of the city and back. 

Thus the mass city, which came into its present stature as a by-product 
of the revolutions in transport, finds itself being choked by the millions 
of artifacts the auto industry has created. The city seems to have become 
mainly a temporary stopover place for men and families in motion— 
which may explain why so many of the efforts at city replanning are 
geared to its traffic problems and its auto arteries. It is true that the net¬ 
work of roads leading, let us say, out of New York and Newark to the 
New Jersey Turnpike, was not only an engineering achievement but 
(seen from the air) of breathtaking beauty of design. But to rebuild cities 
mainly around road design and traffic clearance was to make man an 
adjunct of his creature, the automobile, and to lose sight of him as a 
human being needing roots in a living community. It meant undoing 
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thousands of years of human evolution since the discovery of the wheel 
and making man the servant of the wheel, incomplete without it. 

The American city is being replanned and rebuilt, but in what form, 
and with how much forethought, and with what image in mind of man 
and his needs? As the city core decays one would think it would not be 
too hard to buy up the deteriorated property and start afresh, with liv¬ 
ing quarters embodying what we know about the kind of work life and 
leisure life that will be within reach of the American family in the latter 
half of the century. But this is to reckon without the tenacity of vested 
institutions and habits of thought. The New Deal set in motion a se¬ 
quence of housing projects that did more for slum clearance in a dec¬ 
ade than had been done in a century. But the houses thus built had at 
least the same population density as the razed slums they displaced; and 
often they were built without adequate provision for neighborhood 
schools, churches, or markets or for pooled facilities for supervised play 
—which led Lewis Mumford to quote a sentence Patrick Geddes wrote in 
1915: "Slum, semi-slum, and super-slum: to this has come the evolution 
of our cities." 

The bleak, efficient, multi story, barracklike apartment houses that are 
likely more and more to dominate the sky line of the big American cities 
are the expressions of the industrial organism, and their parallels will 
in time be found in the Communist societies of Moscow and Peiping as 
well as in capitalist New York. This is the skeletal frame within which 
industrial man is encasing himself, and here again the American has not 
so much created a distinctive pattern of man but foreshadowed the di¬ 
rection that industrial man is taking. 

The new urban personality which is emerging in America is the prod¬ 
uct of the machine—but also of a good deal more. The machine aspects 
of city living are obvious enough. Who can forget the swift tunneling of 
the machine-as-subway in the earth, the scurrying of the machine-as- 
automobile over its surface, the exacting regularity of the machine-as- 
traffic-light, the droning of the machine-as-television, the stream of 
print emerging from the machine-as-press, the silent power and preci> 
sion of the machine-as-dynamo? Who can escape the tempo of the mass 
city—hurrying to work, to appointments, to crises, to pleasure, to tragedy? 

Yet what gives the city its character as living is not the tempo or dis¬ 
cipline of the machine but the effort to reach for values beyond it. The 
Youngster becomes a member of the city gang, partly at least because the 
gang gives him a chance for a sense of belonging and feudal allegiance. 
Similarly with mechanized sports and amusements in the big city. Prize 
fighters pummel each other like gladiators before thousands; baseball 
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contests are commercial events staged on schedule, with team standings 
calculated down to the fourth decimal point; movies and TV project the 
same imago on thousands of screens to the accompaniment of millions 
of Buttering pulses; choruses of dancing girls tap out their rhythms in 
night clubs with machinelike precision. Yet the big fact about all of 
them is not that they are mechanical, which is true enough, but that 
they furnish channels for mass emotion which relieve the tension of 
machine living. 

Within this frame the city has developed a type of American character 
different from the type that De Crevecoeur, De Tocqueville, or even 
Bryce depicted. It is less conditioned to the soil and the seasons, less reli¬ 
gious, more skeptical about motives and chary of being “played for a 
sucker,” less illusioned in the sense in which illusions—about friend¬ 
ship, work, sex, love, and God—provide an internal sustaining force lor 
the personality. It has been psychologically hardened by innumerable 
brief encounters-in public schools, on subways and busses, in restau¬ 
rants, in the course of shopping—which would become intolerable if one 
did not sheathe oneself against them with a consuicted response. It is 
precocious about money matters and sex, since so many city people grow 
up in crowded quarters w'here few things are concealed from them. It is 
stoical in the face of hardship and the man-made catastrophes of eco¬ 
nomic life. It is not “urbane” except in the small groups in which one 
can afford to be generous, but it is much more likely to strip the jungle 
life of the city down to the nakedness of the human animal. It econo¬ 
mizes time with an almost manic earnestness during the hours of busi¬ 
ness, only to waste it with equally manic intensity during the hours of 
pleasure and recreation. It lays stress (within limits) on individual traits 
of personality, on uniqueness in dress and sophistication in taste, on 
awareness, on the dramatic impact that the individual makes in his brief 
meetings with others. It has replaced fear by anxiety, and the concern 
about danger from elemental forces with a vague concern about security, 
safety, and the opinions of others. 

What this means is that city living has carried men and women ever 
further away from their instinctual endowment. The city is not the root 
of the planlessness, the tensions, and the conformism of American life, 
but it is the envelope that encloses them. Or, to change the figure, the 
city is the battleground of the values of the culture. 

In addition to its slums every city has its vice area and its crime prob¬ 
lem. Whenever some vice inquiry has caught national attention or a 
newspaper puts on pressure or a city reform administration gets to 
power, the police force develops a spurt of energy. At such times there 
are "roundups" of petty criminals, prostitutes, or even the usual lodging- 
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house population, and sometimes the more scabrous criminals also are 
kept moving and forced to seek other hunting grounds. But reform ad¬ 
ministrations are short-lived, and the ties between vice and politics, and 
between “rackets’* and the respectable business elements of the city, are 
too close to be easily broken. In many cities the dynasty of political 
bosses started with the saloonkeeper who knew the weaknesses and 
tragedies of the slum people and built his political empire on the ex¬ 
change of loyalty for favors. At a later stage in the dynasty, the boss may 
have become a contractor, dealing by a Providential coincidence with 
the very materials the city needed for its public works. There is scarcely 
a big American city whose administration is not at least marginally in¬ 
volved in this trinity of crime, political corruption, and business favors. 

The city “machine” got its name because it operated with an imper¬ 
sonal efficiency to retain in power a group of political professionals who 
claim to know' how to “deliver the vote.” City crime is also mechanized, 
and the gangs, rackets, and shakedown outfits operate on a nation-wide 
plane. Yet in the case of both politics and crime the machine aspects can 
be overplayed. The politic al mat bine was usually run by a highly per¬ 
sonal “boss” who gave'a dramatic color to big-city corruption, as in the 
old days of Boss Croker in New Yotk or rnoie recently Boss Crump in 
Memphis or Boss Curley in Boston (it is Curley who is the protagonist of 
Edwin O'Connor’s novel. The Lost Huirah). The function of the ma¬ 
chine was to keep a firm hold on blocs of cohesive ethnic voters and thus 
capitalize on the inertia ol the rest of the public. The relation of the po¬ 
litical professionals to the ethnic blocs was mainly an emotional one of 
exchange of loyalties. The outward mechanism of the political machine 
conceals this inner structure ol almost feudal allegiance—a structure of 
hierarchy, fealty to the overlords, and subinfeudation. Similarly the 
criminal machine reaches on the one side to the feudal gangsters, who are 
held together by greed and loyalty, and on the other side to the business 
community. The racket kings, levying their toll on the victims, are law'- 
less versions of the "barons of the bags” who levy their toll on competi¬ 
tors and consumers. 

But the problems of city government have now reached beyond crime 
and corruption. The big city generated administrative tasks which were 
never foreseen in the earlier years of American political thinking. Since 
the country was rural for most of its history, its political institutions 
were intended for small governmental units. The Founding Fathers 
could not have dreamed of a metropolitan unit like New York City, or 
of the web that it would spread from Westchester to Jersey City. The 
budget of New York City is higher than that of most state governments, 
and its administrative task is second only to that of the Federal govern¬ 
ment. It must run a huge police system, a school system that has to deal 
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with Irish and Jewish children, Negroes and Puerto Ricans; it must run 
its subways through a Transit Authority, direct its bridge traffic through 
a Tri-Boro Bridge Authority, solve its harbor, truck, and air line termi¬ 
nal problems through a Port Authority; it must run a network of public 
hospitals and clinics, a penal and prison system; it must deal with juve¬ 
nile delinquency, run a set of magistrate’s courts, and take care of the 
indigent who are “on welfare.” 

At best this involves an array of administrative services that can be 
only loosely held together. American cities have groped at once for the 
kind of technical civil service to be found in the Federal government, 
and for the kind of political leadership for which the American Presi¬ 
dency is the symbol. The city-manager movement, combined with the 
focusing of political leadership on the mayor, may convert city govern¬ 
ment into something a good deal better than what James Bryce la¬ 
mented in his American Commonwealth. 

The big fact about the mass city is that it has become so massive as to 
burst its bounds. It has become a "runaway city.” New York, Cleveland, 
and Chicago each now contains a set of "satellite cities,” which have de¬ 
veloped their own civic pride and striven to become autonomous units 
within the larger metropolis. Yet the more difficult development has 
been that of the suburban communities which are functionally part of 
the metropolitan city but do not share its financial or administrative 
burdens. Like the single metropolitan area from Westchester to Jersey 
City, there are similar stretches through the industrial centers of Con¬ 
necticut and Massachusetts, and around Buffalo, Pittsburgh, Chicago, 
and Los Angeles, where workers in chemical, automobile, and airplane 
factories cluster in a central city and in suburban communities that 
stretch for hundreds of miles in a continuous stream. These aggregates 
are not so much cities in the old sense but provinces in a larger indus¬ 
trial empire. 

A number of American architects and planners have had a vision of 
how these monstrous masses can be kept within limits, the central cities 
renewed and replanned, the fringe growths contained, the whole turned 
into a set of decentralized communities each with an integrated pattern 
of work, residence, and recreation inside the far-flung larger frame. It is 
a moving vision, yet it would be surprising if Americans who had toler¬ 
ated a planless past of the cities were to be converted—even under the 
spur of need—to a drawing-board-planned future. 

In one area there are signs of concerted action-that of urban renewal. 
By *955 there were 250 cities involved somehow in this effort, some to a 
minor degree, a number in a major way. They were starting to tear 
down the deteriorated parts of the central areas and rebuild them; they 
were taking steps to rehabilitate the indifferent areas; they were growing 
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alert to the need for conserving the healthy ones. Except in cases like 
Pittsburgh and St. Louis, it was still being done without imaginative 
boldness, on a scale of cost suitable to the past and not to the staggering 
resources of the present. Yet the big fact was the emergence of the con¬ 
viction that governments have a responsibility for city redevelopment. 

Under the New Deal there was for the first time a clear recognition 
that the big metropolitan cities could not survive without Federal sub¬ 
sidies for crucial tasks, like housing, health, and unemployment relief, 
which affect the national interest. The countertendency was to follow 
the doctrine of states’ rights and to give both the burden and the power 
to state governments. Since these state governments tend to be domi¬ 
nated by the rural members of their legislatures, the big cities fought 
this trend, feeling that their relationship should be directly with the 
Federal government. 

The fact is* that the growth of the metropolitan city has destroyed 
the base of the earlier version of federalism. A new equilibrium must be 
achieved between not just the center and the rim but between a whole 
new set of nuclear centers in the form of metropolitan cities as well as in 
Washington, and their rim in the rurally-oriented state capitals. Hence a 
new alliance is emerging between city needs and Federal aid, to break 
the old dependence on the states. While Republican administrations are 
more reluctant than Democratic ones to push this alliance, they have 
recognized and continued Federal aid to private housing construction, 
to public housing, to slum clearance and the relocation of slum families, 
to community facilities like water and sewage. This aid, in turn, has 
spurred more comprehensive city replanning, and to feed the hope that 
in a generation or two the older city areas will be recast, the problems 
of the new runaway city will be grappled with, and both will become 
fitter places in which to live, work, and play. 

I have talked entirely here of the city in peacetime. But after 1945 the 
atomic shadow darkened a good deal of city planning. The American 
mass city anti the industrial stretch of the gtcater metropolitan city form 
an unparalleled target for atomic and radiation destruction. One answer 
has been that of the dispersal of the industrial concentration in the cities, 
so that the target would be more scattered. Actually, some kind of disper¬ 
sal and decentralization has been taking place. Industries have tended to 
move out of the city itself to be nearer their source of labor supply in 
the suburbs. Department stores have established suburban branches. Re¬ 
tail stores have ground themselves into shopping centers in suburban 
neighborhoods. But what this dispersal has done, desirable as it has 
been, has been to form a more or less solid line of industrial and popu- 

• See Ch. VI, Sec. 5 , "Power and Equilibrium.’' 
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lation growth. It has burst the boundaries of the mass chy, but it has not 
solved the problem of its survival in atomic war. The vulnerable areas 
still exist, but they have been stretched thinner. The “city panic” has 
not been wholly removed from the minds of millions of city and subur¬ 
ban dwellers, and it may be revived. 

"1 be firmest answer has been given by those who say that dispersal and 
burrowing in the ground may save lives but that they will not save civi¬ 
lization; that the city grew out of the expansive energies of America and 
that il the city does not surs ive a suicidal war the civilization itself may 
perish. The destinies of the two are intertwined, and the best way to 
save both is by the kind of affirmation from which the cities originally 
drew their strength.* 


io. The Suburban Revolution 

As air view of America in the mid-1950s compared with one a decade 
earlier would show a wholly different picture of people and place. 
Where once there had been open spaces between the farms, towns, and 
big cities, one would now find an almost continuous line of settlement 
and population. This line stretched from Massachusetts to North Caro¬ 
lina, from Chicago to Detroit and Buffalo and then to Pittsburgh, and 
from San Francisco to the Mexican border. The formerly open spaces 
were being rapidly filled in; the movement of population was out of the 
small towns and the cities into the unsettled areas between them; it was 
not only a decentralizing movement but also an inteistitial one. Its prod¬ 
uct was the suburb and the greater cluster city. 

The emergence of the suburb as the characteristic form of Ameiican 
place, supplanting as well as supplementing the city, has been so rapid, 
with consequences so far-reaching, as to be revolutionary. T he drift out 
of the cities had started in the 1920s, when discussion of the “metropoli¬ 
tan community” began; it was seen then as a city of wards and boroughs 
with a hinterland of small towms to which the rich had been retreating 
since the fate nineteenth century. But at the turn of the century the rail¬ 
road commuter appeared, shuttling between job and home, and in the 
1920s, in the era of the automobile, he was joined by the car commuter. 
In the Depression years of the 1930s the movement marked time. After 
World War II it began again at an intense pace, with the building of 
ranch-house “developments” and apartment courts in the “dormitory" 
or “bedroom” suburbs. In the 1950s it speeded up still more, with whole 
new communities growing up where once there had been meadow and 

* For a further discussion of city, from the standpoint of building, architecture, 
and planning, see Ch. XI, Sec. 8, “Building, Design, and the Arts.” 
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scrub brush and potato fields, and with department-store branches and 
shopping centers breaking the downtown city’s marketing monopoly. 

The suburbs ceased to be either a hinterland for the city or its dormi 
tories: each suburb became a center of a community life of its own but 
connected with the city by complex strands. Something had come into 
American life that was not there before. It was a new kind of relation 
between people and place -not just an overgrown 01 tunaway city but a 
living-complex that resulted when the city reached out to form the sub¬ 
urbs and the suburbs reached back to tiansform the city and at the same 
time treate a hintciland of their own; and all three—city and suburban 
nuclei and hinteiland—became entangled with other forms like them in 
a sprawling, complex pattern that I call the cluster city. 

By using one kind of definition of the suburbanite (one who works in 
the city, lives where there is more space, and can affoid to commute be¬ 
tween the two), it was estimated that in 1953 there were thirty million 
subutbanites in America, and that the great in<tease (from twenty-one 
to thiify million) came sinte 1917- Of these, eleven million lived in the 
older suburbs within the limits of the metiopoliian city, and nineteen 
million in politically independent newer ones outside. Using another 
definition that would include the ring of settlement on the fringe of the 
subui hs, usually more distant from the city (“semi-suburban” or "ex- 
urban”). the figure was forty-two million. 

By the 1950s suburban living was no longer confined mainly to the 
Northeast, Great Lakes, and Far Western regions but had come to in¬ 
clude the Southeast, Southwest, and Plains regions as well; in every area 
except parts of the Deep South (it was to be found in Florida) it was the 
form of American living that was coming into the ascendant. In two 
decades, between 1934 and 1954, the suburbs grew by 75 per cent while 
the total population grew by 25 per cent. Between 1940 and 1954 people 
living in 168 “standard metropolitan” central cities increased by 14 per 
cent, those in the suburban rings around the cities increased by 35 per 
cent, and those living in the semi-suburban rural rings around the 
suburbs increased by 41 per cent. Thus the drift was a double one—from 
the city (and small towns) to the suburbs, and from the suburb-cities to 
the sparser settled areas around their rim and fringes. The prospects 
were that the trend would continue until the suburbs had generated 
suburbs of their own, and most Americans lived in a continuous semi- 
urban and semisuburban line of cluster cities. 

The meaning of what was happening was that America was resettling 
itself, wherever it could, looking for open spaces and “grass for the chil¬ 
dren to walk on," and better schools, and a garage for the car, and a 
closer-knit community. As the automobile was brought within the reach 
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of most, and TV carried urban culture into every home, the suburbs 
could afford to stretch further away from the metropolitan center. The 
"garden city” or “satellite town” which Ebcnezer Howard first envisaged 
in England took a very different form in the American suburb* not so 
clearly planned or laid out, nor so definitely separated from the central 
city by open spaces. Nor was this th^ rationalized metropolis of Le Cor¬ 
busier. Americans were too much in a hurry to wait for a plan or for 
rationality, and too bent on profit to waste any open spaces. Even in 
getting away from the cities they made use of the city principle of maxi¬ 
mizing ground rent. 

The whole process was a kind of development by sprawl. Young mar¬ 
ried people preferred moving to where they could bring up children 
and tinker around the house. If they didn't have enough money to buy 
a house in the suburbs, they could get a low-down-payment, long-amor¬ 
tization loan under the FHA and later the VA provisions, from private 
funds but insured by the Federal government. High building costs led 
them naturally to the real-estate "developments" that bought up cheap 
land outside the cities, built houses on a mass scale, and sold them on 
easy terms. The rapid mobility of their jobs in corporate organizations 
(as in the armed services, the younger men were moved about freely 
from corporate branch to branch) required them to find ready-made 
communities where they could strike roots easily and leave them without 
too much pang, and could quickly resell the houses they had bought. 
Thus the suburb as an institution moved into the vacuum of the Amcti- 
can home place left by the decline of the small town, the unlivability 
and decay of the city, the sheer statistical pressure of population, and 
the fluidity of the corporate managers, junior executives, and techni¬ 
cians who came to the suburb to live. 

I have spoken of the suburbs as growing by sprawl. Despite all the 
publicity clatter about "planned communities," they did not (except for 
a few instances) grow by plan. One must understand here the nature of 
the real-estate "development” which was the carrier of suburban growth. 
To "develop” a community meant to buy a tract of open ground, clear 
it of brush and trees, level its hills and straighten its curves, install utili¬ 
ties, build roads, subdivide the space into building lots, set up a number 
of basic "model” houses to serve as choices for prospective buyers, apply 
factory-on-the-site methods of construction, and come away with a good 
profit. In a few cases (the "Levittowns” on Long Island and in Pennsyl¬ 
vania, of which William J. Levitt was the moving figure, or Diexelbrook 
near Philadelphia, or Parkmerced near San Francisco, or Park Forest 
outside Chicago whose mover and shaper was Philip Klutznick) the 
planning went further. Community recreation and activity centers were 
built. Land was provided for schools and churches, which the home- 
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owners had somehow to build and subsidize; and in a few instances a 
village government was set in motion. 

But mostly the planning never went beyond the real-estate necessities. 
The bulldozing of the area to make construction costs easier also re¬ 
sulted in stripping the terrain of much of its beauty and naturalness. 
The sinking of hundreds of thousands of cesspools was the despair of 
public-health officials. Rarely was provision made for open areas in the 
center which could serve as the core of the communities of the future, 
such as the Greek and Italian cities and the New England town, but 
which most American cities lack. In too many instances the greed to sell 
every acre of land for building meant there was nothing left for parks; 
the expectation that everything would be park meant that no one made 
provision that anything should be park. As suburb spilled over into 
subuib, like cars bumper to bumper on the week-end treks, few open 
spaces were left between them to give the community a natural setting. 
Inside the suburb the spacious shaded avenues that gave their character 
to Southern cities were rarely laid out. 

As the new incursions of population came in, new problems of zoning 
arose which had not been anticipated, and caused political wrangling. 
Ironically also those who had fled from the traffic congestion of the city 
found new traffic and parking problems springing up like dragon’s 
teeth in the suburb. The schools could not keep pace with the increased 
demand for them, since the suburb rarely had industries to carry the 
main tax burden as they did in the city and even the rural school dis¬ 
tricts. (In Park Forest the development company provided land for the 
schools, with subsidies for their operation—but this was unusual.) As a 
real-estate development the suburb grew as a residence area, and the 
absence of factory smoke and grime was one of its attractions. But in 
time the suburban dwellers and planners were to learn that a c«mmu- 
nity must embody a balance between industry and residence, as it must 
also have variety and surprise in its outward aspect, and a balance of 
age and class groups, of ethnic groups, of innovation and tradition. 

Most of these the subuib lacked. It was too new, too raw, too uni¬ 
form in look, too homogeneous in composition, too hurried in con¬ 
struction. It arose with frantic haste to meet the needs of the new 
middle classes and the new era of mass leisure. The fault did not lie 
with those who took part in the Great Exodus: they were responding 
to the pressures behind them and to their hopes for a way of life for 
their children. It lay rather with the leaders and officials who failed 
to provide ways of planning and control to regulate the growing suburb. 
This suburb recapitulated in a few decades the problems that most 
cities had encountered over the centuries. What it chiefly showed was 
that the Americans had learned little and forgotten little from theii 
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experience; that the lacks and defects which critics of American life 
had been at pains to point out had not cut deep into the consciousness 
of most Americans; and that when they were given a chance at a fresh 
start, this was how they did it. * 

The shift to the new suburbs also meant a shift in class composition. 
The suburbs used to be the residential areas for wealthy businessmen, 
bankers, and lawyers who wanted the manorial touch. But now the 
“rich” suburbs, like Bronxville (near New' York) and Winnetka (near 
Chicago) or the Quogue that Fitzgerald celebrated in his Great Gatsby 
(it was set in what he called West Egg, on Long Island), have been out¬ 
stripped by others. T here were the rented or purchased homes in the 
big “developments,” like the I.evittowns and the Park Forests, which 
were filled by professional people and by lechnicians and junior execu- 
ti\es of the big corporations; there weie the suburbs of skilled workers, 
usually mushrooming around aviation plants and other defense indus¬ 
tries that had to be built in open territory or near power sources, as in 
the Buffalo-Niagara Falls area; there were even trailer courts for re¬ 
tired middle-class couples as well as for war workers. 

Geographically one could speak of the inner suburbs (nestling near 
the cities), and the outer suburbs (at a commuting distance). One would 
have to add exurbia (the "country”) which A. C. Spectorsky explored 
and placed on the American map-the Eastern rural area (including 
Fairfield County in Connecticut, Bucks County in Pennsylvania, Rock¬ 
land County in New York) of week-enders, gentlemen farmers, and either 
the artistic or prosperous who didn't have to go to the city regularly. 
But the scheme was too neat, and class composition meant more than 
geographic distance. 

Suburban America was mainly middle-class America. It w r as recog¬ 
nized as such by the builders who laid out the houses at middle-class 
prices for middle-class incomes and living, and also by the department 
stores and chain stores which hastened to set up suburban branches. In 
fact, there are some who discuss the American suburbia largely as a 
business market which came into being as a prosperous middle-class 
appendage to the new marketing methods. But the truth was that the 
new middle class, comprising corporate and government bureaucrats, 
advertising and sales executives, technicians, professional people, and 
white-collar workers represented the growing point of the American 
class system. Anxious to live under better conditions than the crowded 
apartments in violence-ridden neighborhoods of the city, they sought 
“warmer" living in communities which would be within striking dis¬ 
tance of the cultural services of the metropolis. It gave them thfe sense 
of status that was crucial to their self-respect. It enabled them to have 
the best of both worlds—of the big city and the small town. 
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Thus the suburban movement was an effort of the new middle classes 
to find a garment for their living that would express outwardly the 
changes that had already taken place inwardly m their image of them¬ 
selves and in their relation to their society. They no longer wished to be 
identified with the “city masses,” nor could they stand the anonymity of 
urban life where the lonely are terribly lonely and no one knows any¬ 
body else who happens to live in the same big apartment house. They 
were the transients, living in an era of transiency, and therefore they 
were all the more seized by the panic of temporariness: thus they 
wanted a home of their own, whose mortgage they could at least in part 
pay off, with whose lawn and garden they could mix their sweat, and 
where they could putter in a toolshed or garden and have a gaiage 
with a car of their own that could carry them away from it all. This 
was class in action—that is to say, a class personality assumed in the 
act of striking new roots for itself. 

So the would-be suburbanite picked his plot and his house type and 
got his homeowners’ loan, and made a down payment. He moved his 
belongings to a row of Cape Cod or "ranch-type” or “split-level” houses. 
His wife furnished it to look like the layouts in House Beautiful and she 
shopped in supermarkets, highway stores, and shopping centers where 
she could park and get everything at once. She filled the house with the 
latest kitchen appliances, and there was a TV set in the living room. 
There were rows of middle-priced sedans and 'hard-top convertibles 
lining the block which w r ere as interchangeable and standardized as 
the houses, deep freezes, TV sets, magazines, processed foods, and per¬ 
manent waves that a community survey would reveal. Husband and 
wife wore casual clothes which gave them a sense of release from the 
“rat race” of competitive dressing, while giving them also a leisure- 
class “country” feeling. They did without domestic help, except for an 
occasional baby-sitter or cleaning woman; they mowed and manicured 
their own lawms, cooked their own meals, and with the aid ol self-help 
manuals they did for themselves on a variety of chores where outside 
expert help was too costly. The husband was in the city most of the day, 
and an intensive father from the time he came home from work until 
the children w'ent to bed. It was calculated that in a lifetime, as a com¬ 
muter, he traveled a half million miles (twenty times around the world) 
between home and office. But the reason he endured perpetual motion 
was that he might occupy that secure spot in the center of his tornado- 
in this case, the middle-class status of suburbanite 

As a way of life it defied all the traditional claptrap about American 
individualism. It was largely standaidi/ed and to a surprising degree 
collectivized. The intensive study of suburbia included in William H. 
Whyte, Jr.'s The Organization Man depicts brilliantly the emerging 
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way of life today which may become the dominant way of life? tomor¬ 
row. The suburbanites found new roots for their lives in a new sense 
of neighborhood which was closer than anything in previous American 
experience except college dormitories or fraternities or the communal 
settlements of the early nineteenth century. The neighbors in the same 
apartment court dropped in on one another with casual intimacy, rarely 
bothering to knock. Not only dici the doors within houses tend to 
disappear (for economy, and to give a sense of space) but the outside 
doors reased to have much function, and picture windows took their 
place. Newcomers were expected to become “outgoing” and to '"join the 
gang”; introversion was frowned upon, and the society of cx-introvcrts 
was like the society of ex-sinners. There was intensive “joining” in 
club woik and community participation, including greatly increased 
church membership, and there were daily morning get-togethers of the 
women in Kaffeeklatsches. There was little chance for the contemplative 
life. Privacy became “clandestine," in the sense that those who sought 
it did so apologetically. “Keeping up with the Joneses” was considered 
a form of exhibitionism; instead of “conspicuous consumption” the rule 
became “inconspicuous consumption,” so that no one would embarrass 
anyone else. There were car pools for shuttling children to school and 
back; there was almost communal use of bicycles, books, and baby toys; 
there was an enforced intimacy, so that everyone’s life was known to 
everyone, and no one had to face his problems alone. In Whyte’s phrase, 
the suburbanites were “imprisoned in brotherhood." 

This kind of living has some elements of the co operativeness-in- 
crisis of the American frontier, some elements of Army life, and some 
of Socialist collectivism. The thinkers who celebrate the mystique of 
the organic community as against the atomistic individual may shudder 
a bit when they study the American "package suburb" as the flowering 
of the community impulse under conditions of American standardiza¬ 
tion. What made the standardization even bleaker was the uniformity of 
age, income, and class outlook. In their early stages these suburbs 
tended to comprise mainly young married couples (there were no 
bachelors and few chances for unmarried girls), with an average income 
of between ffl.ooo and $7,000, with children below ten (the childless 
couple was an anomaly, as were old people), and with a strikingly 
similar class outlook that was at once tolerant, mobile, hard-working, 
ambitious, and hopeful for the future. 

But it would be a mistake to call it an entirely one-class society, ex¬ 
cept in the sense that so much of the new America is middle class. The 
big suburban “development” was not nearly as selective as the earlier 
and smaller suburbs had been. It had to appeal to a mass mariket, and 
so it accepted Catholics and Jews as well as Protestants (while drawing 
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the line at the Negro), clerical and technical as well as professional 
groups, blue collar as well as white collar - taking all of them into the 
same neighborhood. The common denominators were income, age, and 
reliability. It was a democracy of a kind, on a broader spectrum of in¬ 
clusion than was true of the “residential" and "restricted" neighbor¬ 
hoods in the cities and the earlier suburbs. Yet its exclusion of Negroes, 
mainly for fear that they would cheapen real-estate values, showed 
how limited a democratic dream it still was, and how the same de¬ 
pendence on the market that released it from some of the fetters oi 
prejudice kept it fettered in others. 

Suburban society was deeply involved with the mobile elements of the 
American class system. As a man moved from production line to fore¬ 
man to shop superintendent or from salesman to division manager to 
sales manager, he would also move from one type of suburb to another. 
As the family income went up by stages the family moved from court 
apartment to ranch house and learned new ways of behavior, new 
standards of tastes, and met new circles of friends to keep pace with its 
rise. To some extent even the “lower-class” family could find its sub¬ 
urban niche—that of the plumber or carpenter, for example, which 
could live in the middle-class neighborhood to which the family income 
admitted it, even though the occupational level was that of the woikcr. 
But these gradations were roughly inside the broad limits of the middle 
class, and there was little of the sense of class crossing, class transcend¬ 
ence or class betrayal that one found in a less homogeneous society. The 
extremes of income were in the central city, not in the metropolitan 
rings. 

I don’t mean that Subuibia, U.S.A., is a conformist society. Its outer 
aspects are standardized and its ways of life tend to be uniform; yet 
this is different from conformism. The social intimacy that prevails 
in the suburb is partly a quest for roots, partly (as 1 have said) a flight 
from the temporariness and the loneliness of American life. To some 
extent it is also an effort to mitigate the bleakness of spending one’s 
life within the confines of the same corporate “organization” and in 
pursuit of the same technical or sales proficiency. The chance to be 
intimate with people of different faiths and backgrounds, to share with 
them the experience of building a new community, and to take pan 
in group action is an appealing one to those who have absorbed the 
cultural ideals and stereotypes oPAmerica. It would not be easy to im¬ 
pose conformity from without upon the suburbanites: but the con¬ 
formity that comes from mutual accessibility and a yearning for group 
“belongingness” needs no outside pressures because the impulses from 
within are leveling ones. There were some observers who feared that 
this was the kind of society which the “organization man” would ulti 



rEOPLE AND PLACE 


180 

mately create in the image of his corpoiate ideal—a one-neighborhood, 
one gang, one-class, one-perspective society. 

I lieie was substance to the fears. When Erich Fromm, among other 
wnters, singled out tire herd aspect ot suburbia for attack he was adding 
a new facet to his escape-from freedom thesis, but when, in his Seine 
Society, he added a vision of the way out which was strikingly similar 
to the I'ourierist communities of the nineteenth century, he ignoted the 
fact that it is piecisely in the suburb where you would find a kind of 
new Fourierism. The defect of individualism is isolation, the deled of 
community living is standardization and conlormism. 

Meanwhile few of the suburbanites had such fears or telleitions. 
Instead they had a stir of cxiitemcnt in them her arise they had a widen¬ 
ing of horizons and an accession of experience. What G. M. Tievelyan 
sail! of the English middle class in the eighteenth centuiy might apply 
equally to this segment of the new American middle class in the mid- 
1950s: “Meanwhile the hour was theirs and ii was golden." 

Hut the golden hour was streaked with dross and was hound in time 
to pa>s. A one-class community like the new suburb was a community 
without a labor supply, and hence without an industrial base. The 
balanced community is not to be achieved without paying a pi ice. The 
price is that of relusing to withdraw from the diversity and hustle of 
American life, hut ol embodying some of its noise and gtime along 
with its eneigies. The parents in most American suburbs were certain 
they wanted only “the best” for their children in the way of schools, 
yet they were usually unwilling to subsidize that “best” by including 
taxable indusuies in their communities—even on the assumption that 
they could aitract them if they tried. Often they re/oned the suburbs 
in oider to keep out "undesirable" income groups and then wondered 
vvhv their schools, thus cut ofl from a cross segment of an Ameiican 
life, proved to he aseptic and sterile. In the long tun the suburb would 
have to turn by an inevitable tropism toward the centers of industrial 
life and find links with those centers. 

There was also the question of the relation between the home and 
the job. The ideal of town planners was that a man would be able to 
w r alk to work and walk home after work. But when the reality of the 
suburb came, the journey to work was dependent on the automobile and 
became in most cases a traffic struggle every morning and evening. 
Tiie newer trend involved a migration of a good deal of the commercial 
and industrial activities out of the central city into the suburban and 
metropolitan areas, so that large numbers of suburban dwellers ceased 
to be Central City commuters but found their jobs on the rim, closer 
to home. If these trends continued there was a good chaq^e that the in¬ 
dustrial and residential zones would be intermingled in the complex 
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pattern, as was already true of the northern New Jersey area in the 
mid- 1950 s. 

This meant a loose, sprawling cluster city, spreading out across the 
landscape, still depending on the automobile, but with job-home pat¬ 
terns now running both ways instead of only one. Unexpectedly it 
came closer to Frank Lloyd Wright’s Broadacre City than to the com¬ 
fortable and segregated "new towns” about which the English and 
American planners had dreamed. When I said earlier that the trend 
toward suburban America would continue I did not mean that the 
suburbs, growing in numbers and importance, would be self-contained, 
insulated entities. The phase of dispersal from the erty was bound to be 
transformed into a phase of reintegration of the city and suburb in some 
pattern. 

To take New York as an instance, it was clear that the five boroughs 
were reaching out across state barriers and forming—along with the 
suburbs in a larger industrial-residential complex—a vast cluster city. 
Its extent could scarcely be calculated because its boundaries spread out 
in an octopus pattern. In the 1950s it had reached fifteen million people, 
perhaps more; by 1955 it would have passed twenty million people— 
larger than many sovereign countries. The migration to the suburbs 
changed the character of the central city too, leaving it an "underde¬ 
veloped area" which needed rebuilding and renewal, and leaving it 
also an area of steep class contrasts, with a diminishing middle class to 
mediate the abrupt differences between the rich town-house families 
and the low-income groups, often Negro and polyglot. 

But neither the city nor the suburbs could survive by themselves: I 
have described what the new suburban way of life meant and the func¬ 
tions it filled; the city continued to serve its own constellation of 
functions, in industry and finance, in fashions, in recreation and the 
arts, in intellectual stir. Together the city-suburb complex would have 
to discover some new form of a cluster community government, which 
would require creativeness if it was to hurdlfe all the obstacles of law, 
habit, and convention. Yet whatever happened to the cluster com¬ 
munity as a whole, the suburb was destined to be a permanent part of 
it, not as a hinterland to the city but as an equal among equals. 

All this was being accomplished by 'Americans at considerable social 
and aesthetic costs. The cluster city, filling in the interstices that had 
once existed between cities, was consuming open space voraciously. 
There was often the kind of ugliness in the landscape that made a 
British writer, watching the same thing happening on his own country¬ 
side, call it a "subtopia.” Yet here as elsewhere the Americans were 
accomplishing a transformation in their way of living which, despite 
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its improvised quality, was an exciting response to their new mfeds and 
conditions of life. They were doing it in their own way. They did not 
follow the British lead of the "new towns” approach, although a num 
ber of the cities that were being planned for government and industrial 
workers around the centers of atomic experiment and power were “new 
towns.” Nor did they follow the earlier American architectural dream 
of a landscape dotted with “Greenbelts.” To the extent that a bal¬ 
anced community was emerging—which was doubtful—it represented 
a balance not within the central city nor within the new suburb, but 
between the larger frame of the cluster city. 

It looked as if Americans were achieving this only through a chance 
combination of pressures and changes. If there was an internal logic in 
the improvisation it was the logic to be found in the rest of the Ameri¬ 
can pattern.* 


11. Regions: the Fusion of People and Place 

The impulse toward forming living units that cut across governmental 
boundary lines—of which the trans-urban city is an instance—runs 
throughout American history. Despite the need for speaking of an 
“America" and thus making it seem unitary, it is clearly not a single 
and homogeneous entity. America has not one signature but many. It 
is divided formally into forty-eight states, and w-hile their boundaries 
don’t bound anything in particular, most of the states have over the 
years developed their local prides, prejudices, and personalities. Less 
artificial are the aggregates of states called "sections,” each of which 
Turner described as being fashioned in "the faint image of a European 
nation.” Sections, like states, are the counters on the political chess¬ 
board. A realistic party leader must reckon with sectional appeals in 
campaigns, sectional pressures inside his party, sectional blocs in Con¬ 
gress. 

But the more meaningful divisions are the fusions of people and 
place, of environment, stock, economics, dialect, history, consciousness, 
and ways of life, which are called "regions” and "subregions.” The sec¬ 
tion may be the region in its political aspect, but it has divisive over¬ 
tones, while the region has cohesive ones. The region may be the 
unplanned outgrowth of a historic process; its unity may, as in the 
case of the river-valley developments, be reinforced by engineering 
and regional planning. But always it operates as a compassable fragment 
of an otherwise unwieldy American whole. For the continental expanse 
of America is too big to crowd into the ambit of the individual life, 

* For further discussion of the impact of the suburban revolution, see Ch. VI on 
American politics and Ch. VIII on the American family and life cycle. 
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while the town or city may be too particular to satisfy the reaching for 
meaning. The region is somewhere “between the village and the con¬ 
tinent.’’ What it does—and the subregion too—is to act as a counter¬ 
force against both the standardizing and atomizing forces of American 
life. 

By its nature the outlines of the region are elusive. The most fre¬ 
quent usage (no two lists will agree) is to speak of New England, the 
Middle-Atlantic region, the Upper South, the Deep South, the South¬ 
west, the Midwest, the Great Lakes region, the Rocky Mountain region, 
the Far West, and the Pacific Northwest. These are at once geographic, 
economic, and cultural units. There are also agricultuial groupings 
which cut across them: the type-farming regions such as the Cotton 
Belt, the Wheat Belt, the Range Livestock area, the Dairy area, the 
Western Specialty Crop area. 

The larger regional units are in turn broken up into subregions. 
One type is built around the river valley or river basin as a nucleus 
—the Tennessee, Missouri, Arkansas, Mississippi, Columbia, Ohio, Con¬ 
necticut, Shenandoah, Wabash, Santa Fe, Red, Colorado, Sacramento, 
Salinas. Since a number of these are the sites of flood-control and hydro¬ 
electric dams, they are sometimes called “technical regions.” One could 
make a somewhat similar regional map for the mountain areas, in¬ 
cluding not only the Rockies and the Appalachians but also the White 
Mountains, the Green Mountains, the Berkshires, the Blue Ridge, the 
Ozarks. The titles of the volumes in the "American Folkways” series 
suggest the type of subregion involved: “Lakes Country,” “Blue Ridge 
Country,” "North Star Country,” “Palmetto Country,” “Deep Delta 
Country,” “Ozark Country,” "Mormon Country,” "Short Grass Coun¬ 
try,” "Snowshoe Country,” “Golden Gate Country,” “Desert Country," 
"Pinon Country,” and “Panhandle Country." The picturesque calendar 
of such subregions could stretch almost endlessly. For a region is a 
cultural unit within a frame; in some areas the frame may be moun¬ 
tains or river basin or lakes, delta or bayou or desert; in others it may 
be the type of crop grown there; in still others the decisive element may 
be the enforced isolation or the uniformity of stock and tradition. The 
components may vary, but to form a region or subregion there must 
be a roughly homogeneous physical environment and a roughly homo¬ 
geneous economic unity which togethef serve as a frame for community 
living and a common history and consciousness. 

These regional cultures are the carriers of American diversity. If the 
stock of America is made up of a myriad of peoples, the regions of 
America form a myriad of environments. This pluralism is one of the 
facts that gives Americans their impulse to cohesion, in pulling to¬ 
gether the diverse strands of their universe. 
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Often this leads to antagonisms which must be accepted as part of 
the balance-sheet of regionalism. There is usually an urban-agrarian 
hostility, which may pit downstate Illinois against Chicago, or upstate 
New York against New York City. One can almost always premise a 
struggle of hinterland against metropolis. Sometimes the same region 
or even state may include several subregions whose way of thinking is 
different because their ethnic strains and traditional ways of living 
are different. The Salinas Valley area of California is sharply differ¬ 
ent from the Southern California region. The political history of 
Louisiana would not be what it is without the hostility between the 
English-Protestant culture of the hills and the French culture of the 
bayous. The red-soil, red-neck, red-gallus hill region of the Georgia 
crackers is a different South from that of industrialized Atlanta. 

American thinkers of the 1930s and 1940s were wary of regional 
loyalties that cut across class lines, and they tended to deny reality to 
the “regional mind,” whether of the South or Middle West, New Eng¬ 
land or the Pacific Coast. Influenced by the class emphasis in Veblen 
and Beard, they saw regional and subregional cultures as part of the 
backwash of the stream of history, a residue of pre-industrial cultural 
attitudes. 

I'he result was to leave regionalism largely to the traditionalists, es¬ 
pecially among the Southern writers. The Southern Agrarians of the 
1920s sought to turn it into a conservative economic and political pro¬ 
gram and a literary principle and used it as a weapon against the 
pragmatic humanitarianism of the North. Another school of Southern 
regionalism, centering at the University of North Carolina, was more 
academic and liberal. It is interesting that regionalism, both as an in¬ 
tellectual system and as a literary movement, flourished best in the 
South, with an almost metaphysical intensity of passion. No doubt it 
was because the great issues of slavery, the Civil War, and Reconstruc¬ 
tion drove a wedge between the South and the rest of the natiort. These, 
along with the caste system, ruralism, evangelicism, and the low stand¬ 
ard of living, forced Southern writers to re-evaluate their identity and 
to seek the connection between their art and thought and the nature 
of the South as a culture. 

If we ask what the nature of American regionalism is, the clues to the 
answer must come from an examination of each of the regions. 

There is no single New England mind. How should there be, since 
there are obvious differences between the up-north Maine Yankee, 
whether potato farmer or shipyard worker or fisherman, and the in¬ 
dustrial workers of the Housatonic and Connecticut ifalleys; between 
the old aristocracy of Boston's State Street and Harvard Yard and 
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the political leaders of the newer Irish immigration; between the Ver¬ 
mont and New Hampshire Yankee farmers and the owners of big 
mansions and big wealth in Newport or Greenwich; even between the 
French-Catholic immigration in the mill towns of New Hampshire and 
Vermont and the Irish-Catholic and Italian-Catholic immigration in 
Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode Island? But whatever new 
materials have been poured into the old mold, the mold itself has not 
broken. There are some who doubt the survival of the Yankee in the 
land of his origin. Yet if New England has a regional culture style I 
should still call it that of the Yankee—spare, austere, shrewd, Calvinist, 
individualist, with a ramrod down his back, tenacious of his dissents as 
he is confident in his affirmations. 

At its best this tradition has produced a great line of American writers 
and thinkers. Its early divines, including the greatest of them, Jonathan 
Edwards, had a fanaticism about them, but it was a complex and self¬ 
torturing one and it imposed even greater rigors on oneself than it 
demanded of others. The New England temperament is a little like 
the climate, ranging from temperate to severe but always with the tang 
of sharpness in it; and a little also like the soil, where a farmer can 
make a living if he works hard—but even in the early days he did not 
have the richness of the Midwest earth at his command. 

Although the “Last Puritan” presumably has vanished, and George 
Apley only now and then is seen at the dining and supper clubs of 
Beacon Hill and Louisburg Square, there is still a controlled strength 
ih the New England mind at its best, coming out of its Puritan herit¬ 
age and nourished by soil, climate, and history. From the intense com¬ 
mitment of Calvinism came the movements of Transcendentalism and 
abolitionism, the radical-equalitarian rebellions of Shays and Dorr, the 
anarchist doctrine of Josiah Tucker. There is a continuing craggy 
skepticism in New England which counterbalances the Utopians and 
Messianists. From Thoreau to Calvin Coolidge, its philosophy has been 
astringent and its humor closer to Britain than to the folk tales of the 
Southern mountains or the tall yarns of the lumber camps of the 
Northwest. Emerson could write English Traits because there was a 
good deal of Old England that survived in New England, including 
a species of Stonehenge that may still be found in the rocky Maine 
setting or with the tight-lipped Vermont farmer or the State Street 
banker. 

If Justice Holmes was a “Yankee strayed from Olympus,” his com¬ 
bination of intellectual aloofness with the shrewdness of the common 
experience is central to the New England outlook. One finds it in 
Lowell’s Biglow Papers, in the Yankee shipbuilders who—however 
exotic the seas they sailed—never lost their sense of the New England 
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shore, in the spare adjectiveless poetry of Robert Frost. One finds it 
in the Adamses, who were men of property anti substance at the same 
time that they explored statesmanship, abolitionism, diplomacy, medie¬ 
val cathedrals, the history of trade routes, and the laws of energy in 
human history. The great New England families—Adams, Lowell, Pea¬ 
body, Holmes—were as close as America ever came to an intellectual 
aristocracy. They kept reaffirming their right to their lineage by an 
energy that sought productive outlets. 

Yet the specific political contributions of New England came in the 
realm not of oligarchy but of democracy—that of the congregation and 
the town meeting. Or better, it was a peculiar amalgam of oligarchy 
and democracy. Nowhere else do you get the Calvinist individualism on 
which the mercantile, textile, and financial fortunes were built, along 
with the radicalism that flourished in the atmospheie of dissent. It is 
the tradition of the dissenters that is New England's greatest tradition. 
"Resistance to something," Henry Adams wrote, "was the law of New 
England’s nature. The boy looked out on the world with the instinct of 
resistance; for . . . generations his predecessors had viewed the world 
as chiefly a thing to be reformed, filled with evil foices to be abolished. 
. . . The New Englander, whether boy or man, in a long struggle with 
a stingy or hostile universe, had learned also to love the pleasure of 
hating; his joys were few.” This self-portrait suggests the dream New 
England had of itself—a dream that flaunts its austerity as if it were 
chosen as the elect of a spare and stony universe by contrast with the 
materialist indulgence elsewhere. The idea of a hardy elect has at times 
led to a rock-ribbed Republicanism, at others to radicalism, but it is 
disdainful of an easy conformism. 

Latterly New England found its textile industries moving South or 
West, its wharves idle, its former financial supremacy stripped away. Its 
economists, asking what had happened to the famed “Yankee in¬ 
genuity,” were spurred to make regional surveys looking toward an 
economic Renaissance. Partly New England industry, with a lagging 
technology, had to pay the "penalty of taking the lead”; partly it suf¬ 
fered because of its stubborn resistance to Federal hydroelectric proj¬ 
ects. The old theocracy of the Puritan divines was overcome, but a new 
Catholic population with a cohesive attachment to its Church made a 
bid for power. The sense of bewilderment which Henry Adams had 
expressed at the confident industrialism that was breaking up his in¬ 
herited world was replaced by an almost resigned acceptance of the 
New Order of society. 

Yet with the passing of the traditional New England mind, American 
thought and expression lost a source of brooding intensity. The novels 
of Hawthorne expressed Americans in tragic life more probingly than 
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any others, and the somewhat prosaic satire of a Marquand did not 
replace them. Nor was the Day-of-Doom self-analysis of a Cotton 
Mather or a Jonathan Edwards adequately replaced by the statistical 
survey of the mind of "Yankee City.” The burden of the dark strain of 
American literature passed to the writers of the Deep South who used 
it to express a different agony of conscience from that of New England 
—less a sense of original sin and inevitable doom than the stain of 
guiit. 

Some of New England’s traits came in for good-natured caricature, 
like fhe hub-of-the-universe illusions gathered in Cleveland Amory’s 
Proper Bostonians. When one Beacon Hill lady was chided for her 
failure to travel she asked, "Why should I travel when I’m already 
there?” Another, when asked where the ladies of Boston got their hats, 
said simply, “Our hats? Why, we have our hats.” The New England 
scientist, Agassi?, reported that "New England is the oldest spot on the 
earth’s surface.” Many Americans of other regions resented the New 
England pride of past—the bland assumption that Boston was "Athens, 
with culture,” and that New England had achieved a monopoly of that 
commodity. In the amiable ribbing of the Brahmins and Beacon Street 
and the "institution men” with their eccentric habits and unruffled 
ways, it is good to have Perry Miller remind us that historical New 
England was filled with passions and conflicts, and that the stable elite 
society did not tell the whole story. New Englanders risked their lives 
for Abolitionism and in strike riots, they spread themselves all over 
America in the “Yankee Exodus,” they dared to fight the land-grabbers 
and monopolists, they became the conscience of every community they 
settled. Their willingness to wear themselves to the bone for the glory 
of God and 10 per cent on their investment gives point to Van Wyck 
Brooks’s remark that the New Englander was an amalgam of the 
Puritan and the freebooter. The freebooter was indeed strong in him, 
yet in the process he built much and felt intensely, and no other region 
can so securely claim to have been the matrix of the American mind. 

The New England mind and social structure were in part transplanted 
to the Midwest. But in place of the stony, niggardly New England soil 
there, were rich prairies, and in place; pf the New England village there 
were far-flung homesteads. As New England's Puritanism crossed the 
continent it became evangelistic and Fundamentalist, and the mentality 
of Calvinism gave way to the mentality of what Mencken joyously called 
the "Bible Belt.” As for political attitudes, the difference between the 
Adams family of Massachusetts and the Taft family of Ohio is an index 
of the difference between New England and Midwest conservatism. The 
first had the flair of aristocracy in it and a devotion to dissent even 



188 


PEOPLE AND PLACE 


while it affirmed orthodoxy. But Midwest conservatism—that of Mc¬ 
Kinley and Hanna, of Harding and the Tafts-was that of the small¬ 
town and business middle class, with a lack of imaginativeness a little 
suggestive of the flatness and bareness of the landscape. Midwest radical¬ 
ism became largely agrarian and Populist—the radicalism of farmers in 
protest against absehtee wealth, and of ethnic minorities like the 
Scandinavians and Germans against the home-grown groups. Actually 
there have been two Midwests: the area of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and 
Michigan which in the past proved the stronghold of conservatism, 
while that of Missouri, Minnesota, and Wisconsin was the area of an 
agrarian radicalism. Ohio played the role of "mother of Presidents” 
for the Republicans, while the Populist states were the cradle of re¬ 
formist stirrings. In the mid-1950s Minnesota and Michigan alone con¬ 
tinued the radical tradition of the past. 

The political picture that was true in the days of Hanna and Bryan, 
of Altgeld and the La Follettes, is no longer true at mid-century. The in¬ 
tensity of Midwest radicalism has dimmed, and Midwest isolationism— 
which has been ethnic as well as geographical, but the single political 
trait most readily associated with the region—was buried at Pearl 
Harbor, although its ghost still stubbornly and spasmodically walks 
the battlements of foreign policy. The Midwest which gave birth to the 
Republican party is still usually Republican by a margin but never 
by a wholly safe one. Giant industry, the mass city and the shift of bal¬ 
ance to ethnic groups geared to industrial pursuits, like Negroes, Poles, 
Czechs, and Irish, have destroyed the political picture of a pre¬ 
dominantly agrarian region. The comment that might have been made 
in the 1920s and 1930s—that the industrialism of the Midwest was more 
primitive in its social outlook than that of the East—would not hold in 
the mid-1950s: the Midwest pattern of heavy industry, consumer-goods 
industry, processing, distribution, and finance gave scope to every 
business energy, so that whatever sense of economic provincialism the 
Midwest had cherished no longer retained a valid base. It was true 
that political primitives like Senator Joseph McCarthy still cropped 
up in the Midwest, as they did in the South, spurred by a similar deep 
animosity toward the East. But, at least in McCarthy’s case, they proved 
a national rather than a regional phenomenon. 

The danger of persisting regional labels, as I have suggested, is best 
shown in the phrase "Midwest isolationism.” The fear and dislike of 
anything "foreign” and “radical” was to be found in the South as well 
as the Midwest; but while in the South it fused ruralism and the caste 
system with the tradition of the martial virtues, in the Midwest it fed 
a distrust of the dimly known, turbulent world beyond American shores 
and expressed itself in the impulse to have no truck with that world. 
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The sturdy symbol of that “isolationism” was Senator Robert A. Taft; 
yet before his death he had come to accept much of the Eisenhower 
foreign policy, as indeed he had absorbed a considerable measure of 
public intervention in housing and health. There had also been a more 
radical Midwest isolationist strain than Taft’s—the Jeffersonian “con- 
tinentalism” of Charles A. Beard, which held that America could work 
out its democratic destiny on a continental scale if it were not beset by 
foreign troubles and could deal with its problems in peace. Both these 
strains of thinking met and crossed in the interior of America. Both 
were made archaic by atomic weapons and the intercontinental missile. 

Graham Hutton, an Englishman who in his Midwest at Noon laid 
bare the Midwest mind with more success than most other foreign visi¬ 
tors, thought it could be partly explained in terms of a climate of 
radical intensities, one which has almost no spring or fall but follows 
a stretch of summer heat with a stretch of winter cold. I have cited 
earlier Veblen's effort to explain it through the linkage between the 
prehensile tenacity of the mercantile and business mind with the social 
climate of the small town. The Lynds, in their study of Muncie, Indiana 
( Middletown ), and Warner in his study of Morris, Illinois (De¬ 
mocracy in Jonesville), stressed in different ways the dominance of 
middle-class values in the communities they surveyed. Their premise 
was that while the whole of American culture is middle class, the Mid¬ 
west reveals the American social structure and mentality more sharply 
than the other regions. It has been difficult for anyone—whether novelist, 
poet, traveler, or sociologist—to write about the Midwest without as¬ 
suming that any light cast upon it would someh'ow light up the whole 
of the American character. It has long held a special niche in the 
American consciousness as being more crucially "American” than the 
rest of the country. 

This has been the image that Midwesterners have held about them¬ 
selves. They have seen the East as the seat of a stodgy plutocracy, the 
South as caught in the stagnant pool of a past grandeur, the Far West 
as a still unformed fledgling region. But they have seen their own region 
as at once solid and hustling, carrying the best of both the conservative 
and progressive worlds. This idyllic feeling which Midwesterners them¬ 
selves and outside observers have had^about the region is a perilous one, 
since the idealization is bound to wear off and give way to disillusion¬ 
ment. A strain of this double feeling runs through much of the Mid¬ 
western literatdre. As the gap between the middle-class myth and the 
realities of middle-class experience became clearer, the disillusioned 
strain in the literature grew stronger. Dreiser expressed his rebellion 
against the sexual Puritanism of the Midwest, daring to draw Nietz- 
schean figures against the flatness of the conventional folk. Sherwood 
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Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio portrays the rancorous inner struggles of 
the spirit which portended that the Midwest dream was near its end. 
The Spoon River of Edgar Lee Masters depicted the descendants of the 
pioneers as having betrayed their spirit, "with so much of the old 
strength gone,/And the old faith gone,/And the old mastery of life 
gone,/And the old courage gone." 

But Masters and his fellows were too quick to write the epitaph of 
the region. The shrewd constructiveness that built new industrial em¬ 
pires did not end with Henry Ford and could still be found in steel 
and rubber, machine tools, aviation, and electronics. The inventive 
genius of the Wright Brothers did not wholly disappear. The architec¬ 
tural daring of Louis Sullivan and Frank Lloyd Wright, which trans¬ 
formed the sky line and landscape of America, found successors among 
the architects of Chicago and Detroit. The folk quality that produced 
the “yarns” and tall tales carried over in Sandburg. In politics, a Mis¬ 
sourian called Harry Truman illustrated again the Jacksonian premise 
that an uncommon common man can stretch his qualities to meet the 
demands of great political office; a Kansas soldier called Dwight Eisen¬ 
hower tried fitfully to restore some of the fading energies of Republican 
leadership; and two lawyers called Wendell W'illkie and Adlai Steven¬ 
son, one from Indiana and one from Illinois, both of them politic al 
failures, gave a new pungency to the American political tradition. 

It is better to approach the Midwest without either idealizing it as 
the “heart of America" or overreacting to it as a Chamber of Horrors 
of American middle-class Babbittry. The truth is that the Midwest has 
been the crossroads of American experience in more than a geographic 
sense and has therefore absorbed both the strengths and weaknesses of 
that experience. There are some who feel that it never was a region in a 
true sense and is not one now: that it has no geographic, economic, 
ethnic, or cultural unity. Certainly it is today less a region than, let us 
say, the Deep South or the Southwest, the Far West, or even New 
England. Its qualities have been fused and absorbed with the general¬ 
ized qualities of America as a whole. 

Actually the Midwest went through a series of phases in its relation 
to the rest of the country. There was a phase when it was the frontier, 
and a wild one too; then there was a phase when it was the most 
quickly growing segment of American industrial and city life; but in 
the mid-1950s it was no longer either frontier or a laboratory of over¬ 
night growth. In fact, its very name as a region—the Midwest—no longer 
suited it, since to the real Westerners it seems part of the East. 

It had become the American Midlands or Mid-country. It was Middle 
America. As such it was still a geographic and cultural Crossroads, but 
the institutional forces that swept through it were new ones. The his- 
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torian will underscore the fact that the shaping of the Midwest did 
much to shape the whole of America--in the nature of its small town 
and its city alike, in its political attitudes, in its friendliness toward 
people and its hostility to new ideas, in its rapid class mobility. The 
shaping role of the Midwestern frontier is well known. Almost equally 
well known is the decisive part that the Midwest played in the Civil 
War, which may even be viewed as a struggle between North and South 
to control the future development of the Midwestern area. The speed 
with which industrial profits were plowed back into industry by Mid¬ 
western businessmen gave the whole of American industrial growth 
much of its stamp of feverishness. 

But the outlines of the America which was emerging in the mid- 
1950s were also largely identifiable with the outlines of the newly 
emerging Middle America. There was the renewed cult of the business¬ 
man, who had as warm a place in President Eisenhower's heart as in 
President Grant’s. There was the same profusion of wealth and 
gadgetry and the same confusion about life purposes. If you looked at 
the most marked traits in Middle America today—the drift toward 
conformism, the sense of loneliness, the emphasis on middle-class habits 
of living and thought, new patterns of suburban living, the informal 
ncighborliness of people, the intolerance of strange-sounding ideas, 
the chaos of moral standards, the influx of educational and leisure 
opportunities, the uses of popular culture—you would also see the most 
marked traits of the whole of American culture. Thus if New England 
was the matrix of the elite culture of America, the Midwest was the 
crossroads of its popular culture. 

Unlike New England it never had a stable social elite, nor did it 
have one at mid-century. Its folk hero was the businessman, but the 
circulation of this elite was too rapid ever to give it stability as a shap¬ 
ing group. Its ptime characteristic, like that of America as a whole, is 
that it has been always in flux, a more or less faithful barometer of 
the cultural climate surrounding it. Other Americans have both 
idealized it and condescended to it, but it has gone ahead at its own 
pace and toward its own goals. It has been too much in a hurry to care 
much about beauty, it has lacked grace, it has been a prey to some of the 
worst intolerances in American life,, and it is today the locus of the "or¬ 
ganization man.” But for better or worse it carries with it a good deal 
of the meaning and future of America. If Middle America is unattrac¬ 
tive and undigestible to anyone experiencing or studying it, then he had 
better conclude that this is true of America as a whole. 


What is usually called the South is in reality three subregional cul¬ 
tures—the Deep South, the Upper South (a border strip of states), and 



192 


PEOPLE AND PLACE 


the Southwest. The Deep South is the region where the one-crop system 
has lingered, where agriculture is still important, and where the Negroes 
either outnumber the whites (in the Black Belt counties) or are still 
numerous enough to sustain the Great Fear. Roughly this area includes 
Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, South Carolina, Louisiana, and Florida, 
while the Virginias, North Carolina, Kentucky, and Tennessee are in 
the border strip of the Upper South, and Texas, Oklahoma, and 
Arkansas may be seen as part of another border strip adjoining the 
Southwest. For most Americans all three areas form part of a going 
regional unity they call "the South.” 

Most of the characteristic traits of the Southern mind are a heritage 
from the past. The old aristocracy dreamed of the South as an au¬ 
tonomous nation—a Greek republic rising proudly from the cotton 
fields and savannas, built firmly on the economic base of the plantation 
system and the social base of slavery. The imaginative flame of this 
dream burned intensely in the political theory of Calhoun and Fitz- 
hugh, and their followers saw the South as a separate culture, con¬ 
scious of its destiny. But the Civil War and the Reconstruction de¬ 
stroyed the old aristocracy and undercut the plantation system. The 
South paid a terrible price for the war, in a whole young generation 
that was killed off, in economic ruin, in the memory of armed occupa¬ 
tion and corruption, in hatred. 

The "new South" that Henry Grady evoked in the 1880s, and which 
has been three quarters of a century in coming, is still turned toward 
the past, with a nostalgia for its lost glamour and glory, a hatred of the 
Northern absentee owners whom it identifies with the conquering 
enemy, and a sense of guilt about slavery which is interwoven with a 
fear of the encircling Negro population. The South is the only region 
in America tied together not by its common consciousness of present 
growth and future potentials but by its past, not by what it can achieve 
or build but by what it cherishes and fears. Its sense of destiny has been 
carried over but has become mainly a tenacious clutching of past 
enmities and ideals. 

I do not mean to imply that there is a single Southern mentality or 
a one-class system in the South. One may validly ask, when the South 
is discussed, "Whose South?” Is it the South of the Negro field hand or 
share tenant, or the South of the white textile-mill worker, or the 
South of the cotton farmer, or the South of the new sales and dis¬ 
tributive middle class, or the South of the Coca-Cola or insurance- 
company executive, or the South of the universities at Chapel Hill, 
Charlottesville, Memphis, Austin, Norman, and Fayetteville, or the 
South of pastors or labor organizers or newspapermen vfho take daily 
risks in challenging the prevailing prejudices around them? This is only 



REGIONS: THE FUSION OF PEOPLE AND PLACE 193 

to say the South is changing so rapidly that it is almost as fragmented 
in its attitudes and its classes as other regions are, and that a phrase 
like "the South" necessarily conceals far more complexity than the 
unity it premises. 

The class cleavage is not, however, wholly recent. There was a 
cleavage in the Old South between the planter-aristocrats and the 
democratic farmers: the former lived in the world of Sir Walter Scott, 
Lord Byron, and Carlyle, imitating the ways of life and thought of the 
British rural gentry, and were often aristocrats of only one generation; 
while the latter were rough and boisterous and Jacksonian. The Civil 
War defeat changed the picture by forcing the classes into a more 
cohesive mold. But as the result of Reconstruction a new class emerged 
—that of the educated and well-to-do "Redeemers” like Gordon, Grady, 
and Watterson, who aimed at moderation and adopted the cunning 
of the fox in place of the suicidal courage of the lion. They worked 
closely with Northern capitalists, and C. Vann Woodward has docu¬ 
mented the secret deals they made with the Republicans, one of which 
led to the election of President Hayes as the price for a laissez-faire 
solution of the Reconstruction problem. When the whites of the lower 
economic groups rebelled against their power, the rebellion took the 
form of Southern Populism, and its leaders were men like Tom Watson 
and Ben Tillman. 

There was a continuity between the Jacksonian Democrats of the 
prewar South and the Populists of Watson’s day, but by an ironic twist 
of history the political and economic militancy of the Populists turned 
into the most illiberal racism. The later figure of Huey Long partook 
of some of the same mixture of radicalism and totalitarianism, although 
he was the least racist of the Southern demagogues. Both Watson and 
Long remain in the Southern memory as half-mythical figures around 
whom legendry clusters. Their Populism was mainly negative, consisting 
of an antagonism to the business and finance of the North. Their 
radicalism sprang out of resentment, and it was not too hard for 
events to turn it (in Watson's case) into racist demagoguery and (in 
Long’s case) into a cynical Fascist demagoguery. Watson used a behind- 
the-scenes power to make anti break governors of Georgia for a decade; 
Long held absolute power over his Louisiana empire. The careers of 
both, and of their successors, are part of the penalty the South has had 
to pay for the bitter memories of its defeat. The role once played by 
the Jacksonian Democrats of the South has now been taken over not bj 
the Populists but by the Southern liberal Democrats—in the newspapers, 
the universities, the courts, the legislatures, and local governments, the 
embattled movements for a humanist approach to race and a modernist 
approach to economics. 
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Social changes are coming fast to the region which used to be called 
“Dixie,” with connotations of Arcadian quaintness and charm. A 
common folk saying had it that "cotton is going West, cattle are coming 
East, Negroes are going North, Yankees are coming South, money is 
coming in.” In twenty years, between 1950 and 1950, the South’s popu¬ 
lation employed in agriculture went down from 5.5 million to 3.2 mil¬ 
lion. Shaken by the Depression, the New Deal, and World War II, by 
mechanized agriculture and the migration of Negroes, the South changed 
so drastically that in the mid-1950s a liberal Southerner could write an 
“Epitaph on Dixie.” 

The old agrarian South is no longer agrarian but has become sub¬ 
stantially industrialized. Offering power sites and cheaper labor, South¬ 
ern cities have bid for factories moving from the North. A new middle 
class has risen which has lost much of its nostalgia for the faded glories 
of the old aristocracy. The type-figure of the South is no longer the plan¬ 
tation farmer or the courthouse politician but the member of the local 
chamber of commerce. In the 1950 figures the South (counting Texas) 
had seven metropolitan cities of over a half million people—Houston, 
New Orleans, Atlanta, Dallas, Louisville, Birmingham, and San An¬ 
tonio, with Miami and Memphis crowding them closely. Even suburban 
life—that expression of the modern American condition—has invaded the 
South. With the new middle class has come a breakup in the one-party 
system of the once “Solid South.” The migration ot industry, especially 
textile mills, also brought with it efforts to unionize the workers. To the 
extent that these efforts succeed, they change the consciousness of the 
“poor whites” and make them less amenable as dupes of racist dema¬ 
goguery. 

A movement for civil rights under Federal authority cut across the 
states'-rights complex which had sustained the Southern sense of au¬ 
tonomy, and Supreme Court decisions of a far-reaching character gave 
young Southern Negroes at least a fighting chance at normal education, 
stripped of the hypocrisy of the "separate but equal” doctrine. The long 
tenure of the Democrats in national power from 1932 to 1952 gave a 
number of Southern Senators and Congressmen experience at the helm 
of national affairs. In the Supreme Court decisions of Justice Hugo L. 
Black something new emerged from the South—a strain of radical de¬ 
mocracy with its source in the Southern Populist tradition, crossed 
with New Deal conceptions, wholly dissociated from racist bigotry. 
Coming out of the red clay of Alabama, it had about it a hard, sun¬ 
baked quality which gave it a regional uniqueness. The era of Vir¬ 
ginian political creativeness (Virginia had produced Jefferson, Madi¬ 
son, Monroe, John Taylor, and Edmund Randolph) was-pver, and the 
locus of Southern political ferment shifted to industrialized border 
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states like Kentucky and Tennessee and to Georgia and Alabama in the 
Deep South. 

It was in the Deep South that, for weal or woe, one of the planetary 
battles of the American experience was being fought out. There was an 
intransigent quality about this struggle, reminiscent of the "old-time 
religion" with which Southern culture is saturated (Calvinism was the 
only import from New England which the South welcomed in the period 
just before the Civil War). The South has an unmistakable culture style 
of its own which shows itself even more clearly in its periods of stress 
than in its moments of easy grace. Watch a jury at a Southern trial, or 
loiterers on the steps of a courthouse, or young people at a Southern 
college dance, or a crowd at a small town Southern political meeting, 
or sheriffs in action at a Southern plant where a strike is taking place, 
or a marketing center on a Saturday night, and the traits of the South¬ 
ern culture style come through. Power takes a more naked form in the 
South than in any other region; political passions are more primitive; 
all the colors are primary colors. The White Citizens’ Councils that 
arose in the Deep South to meet the challenge of desegregated schools 
distilled the potential violence of the tradition that reached back 
beyond the early days of the Klan. Equally, the liberalism of the South 
was a home-grown regional liberalism, deeply steeped in religious 
consciousness and imbued with a sense of mission. It took moie courage 
in the mid-1950s to be a genuine liberal in the South than in any 
other part of America. And it was harder to maintain a middle ground 
there than anywhere else. 

The new South, emerging under the driving force of rapid social 
change, had to pay the price for the swiftness of the change. Under the 
double impact of industrial transformation and Negro militancy, the 
single-mindedness of the South was crumbling, and despite the, flurry 
of strong feeling during the school desegregation fight it was unlikely 
ever again to achieve the certitude about its cause that it had in the 
Civil War and in Reconstruction. As it moved away from its economic 
colonialism and its single-party system, it had to confront responsi¬ 
bilities and tasks that could not be resolved by the old defensive 
slogans. 

Some signs of maturity were not lacking. Floyd Hunter’s study of 
"decision-making” and the local powtr structure in "Regional City” 
showed a cross section of community living that mirrored the power 
struggles in the country as a whole, along with the specifically Southern 
ones. Even the class structure of the South, which had traditionally been 
far more rigid than in any other region, showed signs of loosening. The 
five-class layers—Negroes, poor whites, middle class, residues of the old 
aristocracy (sometimes still powerful, more often considerably frayed), 
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and the old aristocratic class—were more clearly stratified than in the 
class system elsewhere in America, but they were unmistakably in flux. 
There were Negroes moving into the middle class, there were poor 
whites in the trade-union movement, members of the old aristocracy 
were having to become absorbed in the middle class under threat of 
sinking down further, and the movement into the high income groups 
was bewilderingly rapid. The rise in the general income level in the 
South was faster in the quarter century from 1930 to 1955 than any¬ 
where else in the nation. 

Out of this ferment came a burst of creativeness in Southern writing 
that placed it with the best American writing of our time. In fact, the 
“Southern renaissance” parallels the Midwestern literary movement 
of the early twentieth century and the Renaissance of the New England 
"Golden Day.” From Ellen Glasgow through Thomas Wolfe to William 
Faulkner and Eudora Welty, in Robert Penn Warren and in Tennessee 
Williams, Southern writers reflected the deep internal stirrings pro¬ 
duced by regional conflict and change. Something of the same sort 
happened in the Midwest when Dreiser, Sherwood Anderson, and Sin¬ 
clair Lewis expressed the heightened awareness that came from watch¬ 
ing their world being transformed from an agrarian and small-town 
world into a city world of industrialism and of revolution in moral 
standards. In the case of Southern writers, one feels that while they are 
being pushed reluctantly into the future they are forced into a similar 
heightened awareness of their regional past, and of the moral and psy¬ 
chological transformation being wrought around them. To push the 
parallel further. New England’s literary renaissance also took place 
during the period when the coming of industrialism compelled New 
England’s writers and thinkers to re-evaluate their Calvinist tradition 
and the nature of the human personality that was being threatened by 
the changes. 

It is not unusual for a literary and artistic flowering to come just 
when the outlines of the culture are changing radically and when some¬ 
thing that seemed eternally stable is disappearing forever. It is this 
pang of loss which has jolted Southern writers into an intense aware¬ 
ness of the Southern place and of the time dimension, so that it is not 
unusual for them to write on several time levels, shuttling from one to 
another. The tragic enactments of the Southern scene since the Civil 
War, juxtaposed against the turbulence of contemporary change, pro¬ 
duced a violence of mood and interior action which fascinated foreign 
as well as American critics. Faulkner’s novels bear somewhat the same 
relation to the guilt and pride of the South that Hawthorne’s novels 
bore to the guilt and pride of Puritan New England. Faplkner’s career 
was an agonized effort to re-create in symbolic terms the life history of 
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the Southern consciousness and the emotional structure of the status 
system. But he has been moie than a regional writer, because in the 
process he has reached to the universal values of the human condition. 
The same has been true of the novels of Robert Penn Warren, par¬ 
ticularly All the King’s Men, which dealt with the Huey Long theme. 
It was true in a different sense of Thomas Wolfe’s turbulent lashings, 
like a Polyphemus among his sheep. One may guess that Wolfe’s classic 
search lor his father was a search for a principle of authority, all the 
more intense because of his break with the culture and values of the 
Old South. The South as a region has shown an almost compulsive hold 
upon the minds of its writers, far beyond any other American region. 
It seems to demand either celebration or tejection, and those who write 
in it must write about it. 

Yet it is an interesting fact that the greatest contemporary Southern 
writers are not social realists like Lillian Smith, whose Strange Fruit 
indicts the system of caste and the heritage of hate for producing emo¬ 
tional blockages and stunting the growth process for Negroes and whites 
alike. It is as if the social reality of the South were a Medusa head turn¬ 
ing those who confront it with too much directness into stone. The 
novelists and playwiights I have mentioned, from Faulkner and War¬ 
ren, Wolfe, Eudota Wclty, and Tennessee Williams, preferred to deal 
with it by indirection, thiough allegory and symbolism and an antinatu¬ 
ralist style. Their world was drenched with a sense of sin and the fall 
from grace which was at once religious and classical. To a lesser degree 
they reproduced the great flowering of literature in Czarist Russia at the 
time of Turgenev and Dostoevski, who also dealt in a non-naturalist 
fashion with a feudal society that was passing forever. 

While the themes and moods of the Southern writers derive from the 
passing of the Old South, the turbulence in their writing reflects the 
turbulence of the contemporary South. The persisting problems of 
poverty and race relations have not vanished, even though they have 
been allayed by both economic and political advance. While the popu¬ 
lation ratio of Negroes to whites diminished with Negro migration, 
there were still states—Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, South Carolina— 
where the whites had a sense of being encircled by Negroes. This pro¬ 
duced a gairison mentality which o£ten expressed itself in a hatred 
of “foreigners” and "radicals” as well as of Negroes and Northerners. 
The political uses of this hatred were all too apparent in stirring up 
popular passions to maintain the mold of segregation and caste. There 
was also a curious attraction-repulsion pattern in the relation of South¬ 
ern white to Negro, which John Dollard and others explored, based on 
the conflict between a long-standing physical proximity and sexual at¬ 
traction and the rigorous requirements of White Supremacy. 
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I have not meant in this regional portrait to exclude the elements of 
grace in Southern living which persist side by side with its violence 
and sadism. The reason why the cultural flowering of the South has 
taken the form of literary expression is because the South has tradi¬ 
tionally had a verbal grace, which goes back beyond the Southern 
orators, journalists, and political thinkers to the English romantic school 
on which the Old South was nurtured. The military tiadition—the 
Southern plantation owners lived almost literally on horseback—also per¬ 
sists, and the South from Virginia to Texas still furnishes the core of 
military enlistments and of the officer group in the Army and Air Fotce. 

The memory of this distinctive way ol life tempts some Southern 
leaders into the delusion that the South can maintain a condition of 
nullification of Federal law and semi-secession from the Federal Union. 
The South remembers the history in which it is steeped: it remembers 
that in the slavery crisis it stubbornly refused to tetreat and preferted 
the havoc of war, and in the Reconstruction crisis it held its ground 
until the Northern radicals and the carpetbaggers were beaten. It may 
feel that in this third great crisis of civil rights and desegregation it can 
maintain autonomy with equal success. It forgets, what Vann Wood¬ 
ward has tried to point out, that segregation is not an ancient Southern 
institution, and that Jim Crow laws are relatively recent, dating in 
their vigor only back to the turn of the century. Thus curiously a 
history-obsessed culture nourishes an unhistorical delusion. 

This delusion may help explain why the South, which has produced 
novelists and dramatists, poets, and literary critics of the first rank, 
has not produced a political or social thinker of note (I put Justice 
Black in the category of legal thinkers) since the days of Calhoun. To 
think greatly on a political and social level requires confronting your 
problems directly, which is almost impossible in the Southern atmos¬ 
phere today; the social fictions which have to be maintained are 
creative soil for fiction and poetiy but not for political thinking and 
the life of ideas. For some time the intellectual process in the South 
has been not a dialogue but a monologue: the arts of persuasion have 
found their ground pre-empted by the arts of rhetoric and force. The 
irony is that when the condition of semi-secession is resolved, and 
the South once more is absorbed into the social structure and the 
political mores of the rest of the nation, it may also lose the literary 
creativeness and the regional culture style that give it its distinctive 
stamp today.* 

* For further treatment of the South and its problems, see Ch. 1, Sec. it, "The 
Sources of the Heritage," and Ch. VII, Sec. 6, "The Negro in America"; also the 
section on Civil Liberties in Ch. VI, Sec. to. For a further discussiorTof the American 
novel, see Ch. XI, Sec. a. 
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The Southwest is caught between the culture of the Southern staple 
crops and the culture of the Great Plains, the Great Desert, and the 
Great Mountains. It shades off in one direction to the single-crop sys¬ 
tem and the White Supremacy of the Deep South, in another to the 
wheatlands of the prairie Midwest, in still another to the cattle-grazing 
lands of the mountain states. Its own economic base is in the oil and 
cattle lands and the new industries of Texas and Oklahoma, and the 
tourism and irrigated farming of New Mexico, Arizona, and Southern 
California. From the South it gets some share of its intensity along 
with a leisurely grace; it owes a good deal to the Indian whose land it 
stripped from him but who left behind a heritage of art and spirit, 
and something also to the old Spanish culture and its mission architec¬ 
ture; from the adjacent Great Plains and mountain states, as well as 
from its own cattle lands and desert, it gets a sense of space and mag¬ 
nificence. In the blend it is achieving regional culture of its own, not 
yet clearly formed but in the making. 

It is today one of the fastest-growing areas of American economic 
expansion and therefore re-creates the “American spirit” of boom, re¬ 
calling the booster optimism that the Midwest had in its years of early 
giowth. The capitalist of Dallas, Houston, and Los Angeles is close in 
spirit to the capitalist of Chicago and Cleveland a quarter century 
ago. Some of the fabulously wealthy men of contemporary America 
are to be found among the Texas oil kings who rule over complicated 
domains of corporate wealth and whose oiL fortunes—added to the 
real-estate and cattle fortunes—make the bonanza mentality dominant 
in the Southwest. Its mood is still that of the great American myth: 
that anything is possible and will probably happen. 

Individualism in the old freebooter sense has probably found its last 
foothold here. It expresses itself in the intransigence with which big 
corporations have fought public utility and power regulations; its great 
victory came when Congress by-passed the Supreme Court and turned 
the rich tideland oil deposits over to private exploitation under state 
control. There are few areas in the country in which labor remains as 
unorganized as it does in this region, partly because of the inferior status 
of the Spanish-speaking migrant and wetback farm workers, partly be¬ 
cause the role of the frontier in weakening labor militancy is being re¬ 
enacted on the quasi-frontier of the Southwest. 

It is the incongruous mixture of historic frontier and booming indus¬ 
trialism that gives the Southwest its dramatic contrasts. The graceful cul¬ 
ture of the Navajos, the Hopi, and the Zuni suffered from the invasion 
of industrialism, leaving the area a happy hunting ground for ethnologi¬ 
cal expeditions. A lusty folklore gathered around the cattle and coyotes 
of the great Texas plains, and a body of legend was built on the cow- 
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boys and rustlers in badman territory. But the type-figures of the South¬ 
western past—the Indian, the Spanish conquistador and Jesuit, the cattle 
rustler, the gambler, the cowboy—have been replaced by cattle and oil 
kings, real-estate speculators, large-scale corporate farms, Army airfields 
and aviation factories, luxury hotels that serve as gambling resorts, giant 
conservation projects and hydroelectric dams. 

As the newest frontier, the American Southwest may (in the Turner 
tradition) lay claim to being the seedbed of a tawer and more vigorous 
democracy—but it does not follow. A reversion to earlier forms of na¬ 
tional experience is not necessarily a renewal of national vitality: it may 
be only a treadmill retraversing of the past or a throwback to an earlier 
form of social organization, under conditions not present in the oiiginal 
frontier experience, and may prove disintegrating. 

The case of Texas presents this puzzle along with several others. 
Texas is the most cussed and discussed, demeaned and explained, cele¬ 
brated and orated state in the Union. Much effort has been spent to ra¬ 
tionalize why Texans are what they are—and to decide what it is exactly 
that they arc. Its key word is scale: the magnitudes of place and capital¬ 
ism have converged, so that everything in Texas is bigger than else¬ 
where. Texans spoke louder, more confidently, and more boisterously 
than most other Americans. They had the sureness of a Golden Era. 
Money was quick in the making and ostentatious in the spending. A dose 
student of Texas estimated in the 1950s that there were 400 millionaires 
in Houston alone. Many of them had started as farm boys or cowhands; 
they grew rich from oil and boom, and from tax provisions that gave oil¬ 
men a generous untaxed annual “depletion allowance” for their oil 
wells. When wealth came many of them were unprepared to use or spend 
it. The garish display of Rolls Royces, diamonds, minks and vicunas, 
and the lavish spending outdid the vulgarities of America in its Gilded 
Age and of the new super-rich in Chicago at the turn of the century. 
The strong streak of anti-intellectualism (even a Texas newspaperman 
boasted that Texas had produced no poets) may have derived from the 
fact that there was no elite tradition, as there was in the South and in 
New England, to serve as a frame for business and frontier energies. The 
political emotions were also raw ones; wealth and power came so quickly 
that the tolerances which a successful democracy requires had less chance 
to develop than they had in the other centers of business power. Texas 
grew rich before it came of age, and its years of confidence came ahead 
of its years of maturity. 

There was also another Southwest—that of the Spanish and Indian 
country, where a modern industrial culture has been built on an old 
Spanish one, and that in turn on a still earlier Indian Culture. This 
Southwest had a wholly different rhythm of life from the boom South- 
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west of Texas and Oklahoma: it had neither oil tankers nor skyscrapers; 
the pace of life was slower and lazier; the impassivity of the Indian, the 
passion of Spanish Catholicism, and the grandeur of mesa, mountain, 
and desert, had left their mark on it. To writers as diverse as D. H. Law¬ 
rence, Mary Austin, Edmund Wilson and J. B. Priestley and Jacquetta 
Hawkes its appeal was prehistoric and mystical, and the same appeal has 
drawn colonies of artists to it. 

There are equally dramatic contrasts and contradictions in the Far 
West, which still retains the Gold Rush psychology of its early days and 
has, like the Southwest, the feeling that anything is possible. It has a 
natural grandeur of scene which, in both the Rocky Mountain and the 
Pacific Coast regions, surpasses anything in America. 7 ’hc canyons, the 
high grazing lands, the deposits of ferrous and precious metals, the great 
stands of timber, are witness to the largess of Nature in this area. 

There are, of course, marked differences of topography between the 
Rocky Mountain region, which is high and dry and rugged, and the 
Pacific Coast, where the soil is rich and the vegetation lush. There are 
similar contrasts in the economic mood and stiucturc of the two regions. 
I he Rocky Mountain region is largely still a captive economy whose 
great mines and other resources are under absentee ownership, so that 
the region is largely colonial to the corporate empires of the East and 
the Midwest. The srmy of the Anaconda Copper Company not only 
dominates the history ol Montana but is also symbolic of the exploita¬ 
tion of the whole region. I have spoken earlier of the movement of pop¬ 
ulation away from the eioded grazing soil of the livestock areas to in¬ 
dustrial centers. The great hope of the region is that land reclamation 
will arrest this trend, that hydroelectric dams will harness the power of 
the region and invite new industry, and that the new requirements of an 
age of atomic energy will revive the prosperity of an area which depends 
on the metals deep under giound. 

Ehe economic mood of the Pacific Coast region is a dramatically dif¬ 
ferent one. It has grown so rapidly in population, industry, and pros¬ 
perity that there has been a kind of “law of combined development” 
operating: all the stages through which the East and Midwest had 
passed have been foreshortened on the Pacific Coast and quickened as in 
a rapid-motion movie. The rich Resources of the plains, valleys, and 
forests were brought into the market at a time when industrial tech¬ 
niques were already highly developed and the power and mastery of the 
machine were at their summit. The result is an amalgam of frontier 
roughness along with capitalist power and anticapitalist attitudes of an 
extreme sort. The industrial prizes opened up to the American indus¬ 
trial system came relatively late in the social and class development of 
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American society, so that they became the stakes of a more bitter indus¬ 
trial-labor conflict than elsewhere in the nation. In this respect the social 
and political climate of the Pacific Coast resembles that of Texas, both 
areas representing the combination of frontier boom and industrial 
power. In both areas also there is a friendliness toward easy folkways of 
behavior along with an extreme intolerance of dissenting thought. One 
might say of both these regions that in their hurry to get rich quick they 
skipped some of the stages in the slower industrial and political de¬ 
velopment of the East and Midwest, and skipped also some of the disci¬ 
pline of democratic experience which they had painfully to endure. 

One striking difference may be noted in the intellectual climate of the 
two boom areas: where Texas was undistinguished in literature, the 
written word runs through the whole course of California history. Bret 
Harte, Mark Twain (really a Midwesterner, but he got his start in jour¬ 
nalism in the Western mining towns and on the California frontier), 
John Muir, Ambrose Bierce, Jack London, Frank Norris, Robinson Jef¬ 
fers, John Steinbeck, all attest to the literary vigor which the region 
drew as much from its ardent society as from its natural environment. 

There remains to speak of "the East,” or the Middle-Atlantic region 
—a strip of Atlantic seaboard states caught between New England and 
the South, between the ocean and the Great Lakes. Beyond Pittsburgh 
and Buffalo you are in the Midwest, beyond Washington you are in the 
South, beyond Long Island you are in New England. All up and down 
this stretch you find an almost unbroken line of industrial plants, 
metropolitan cities, old and new suburbs. Here are the centers of 
manufacturing, trade, finance, advertising, and of much of the intellec¬ 
tual and political life of the nation. Having been dominant in American 
life since the beginning of the nation and grown accustomed to domi¬ 
nance, the Middle-Atlantic region is not moved by the striving for a 
place in the American sun, which has given the other areas much of 
their consciousness of regional identity. Polyglot in ethnic composition, 
cosmopolitan in attitude, highly urban and industrial, these states are 
not usually regarded as a genuine region. They have less of a conscious¬ 
ness of the natural environment, less feeling than the South, Midwest, 
and Far West have of their regional destiny in fighting against the 
distant centers of power—because they are the centers of power. Facing 
in one direction toward Europe, in the other toward the interior of the 
country, they have a sense of centrality that has kept a feeling of sepa¬ 
rate regional identity from growing, as it has also saved them from 
(or denied them) the smoldering grievances and resentments of the 
interior. 

The heart of this area is, of course. New York itself. New York City 
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and its suburbs form a "regional city" in themselves. The familiar warn¬ 
ing that "New York is not America" is doubtless true, but neither is any 
other regional culture. The fact that this obvious proposition has to 
be asserted is more than an index of the common hostilities to New 
York: it shows the extent to which New York’s culture has impinged on 
the imagination of America and the world. 

New York has a double heritage—that of the old Dutch aristocracy, 
now supplanted by the aristocracy of finance, talent, and “caf£ society,” 
and the intellectual heritage of western Europe toward which it faces. 
It has fused, adapted, and transformed that heritage, and used it as a 
base for a cosmopolitan culture which is nonetheless American because 
it results from the enormous suction force it has exerted on the world. 
Its ethnically diverse population is drawn from every corner of the 
world and from every region and subregion of America. Latterly the 
currents of population in and out of New York have changed its charac¬ 
ter, making it largely Catholic, Jewish, Negro, and Puerto Rican. But 
this is to see it residentially. As a working entity, or as a regional city, 
it reaches into the surrounding counties and states and retains millions 
who still work in it and use it as the center of their energies although 
they make their homes elsewhere. 

Its lodestone strength continues. The constant stream of young peo¬ 
ple who come to New York to make their careers brings with it a con¬ 
tinual refreshing of the American image. And if New York gets its pro¬ 
ductive forces from the nation, as is so often asserted, then the finished 
products—art and the theater, radio and TV, newspapers, magazines, 
advertising, books, ideas, managerial patterns, trade-union techniques, 
intellectual movements—make their way all over the nation. It is be¬ 
cause of this power and fertility that New York is suspected, feared, 
and not a little hated by the rest of America. The greatest bitterness 
comes from the South, Midwest, and Southwest, sometimes from a de¬ 
fensive feeling of cultural difference or newness, sometimes expressing 
historic conflicts or current frustrations. But one must add that part 
of this hostility is repayment for the attacks on Midwest “provincial¬ 
ism" and Southern “White Supremacy” made by the liberal intellectuals 
of New York and the East. 

. * 

It must be clear that regionalism is not so much a "movement" as a 
fact—one of the massive facts about America. It embodies the pluralism 
of the American environments and cultures. Where there have been 
regional movements they have been largely afterthoughts. What the 
regional movements have been able to do has been to make Americans 
more conscious of their regional heritage, prouder of their character¬ 
istic diversities, more aware of the material they offer for literature and 
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art, of their folklore and folkways. There is always a danger, of course, 
that people will go on from the self-conscious to the cultist. But the 
centralizing and standardizing forces of American life are so insistent 
that the merely cultist and archaic has no chance for survival against 
them. Only the tough-fibered regional energies can make the fight, and 
thus far they have done pretty well. 

It is possible, of course, to overestimate the importance and endurance 
of regional differences. American change moves at two levels and by 
two clocks, one being the changes common to the nation, the other 
those peculiar to the region and locality. The regional changes are the 
wheel within the larger national wheel, and many are trivial and many 
ephemeral. But it is no superstition to see them as essential parts of the 
total pattern of diversity. Foreigners who have never been to America 
are likely to have a single image of it, like a monstrous monolith hewn 
out of undifferentiated rock. The hardest thing to understand about 
America, even for many Americans, is that it contains diversities as well 
as uniformities of speech, dress, consciousness, pace and ways of living, 
patterns of thought, modes of character. From the white pine and blue 
water of Maine to the big redwoods and the ocean coast line of Cali¬ 
fornia, from the subzero frosts of the upper Great Lakes to the King 
Ranch and the Galveston clocks in Texas, America eludes the single 
formula that its praisers and damners would force upon it. This does 
not mean that it is a snatch-batch of unrelated local traits and vagaries, 
but that it is richly diversified within its unmistakable and frightening 
uniformities, and the abbreviated symbol of some of these diversities 
is the region. 

The standardizing trend is stronger in America now than it has ever 
been, it is largely a by-product of American technology. The regional 
differences are obviously diminishing. Hartlord, Atlanta, Wilmington, 
Akron, Dallas, Denver, and Seattle have more in common than they 
had a quarter century ago, and this is even truer of the suburbs around 
them and the small towns that dot them. Any research team, studying 
their ways of life and thought, would find them largely made up of in¬ 
terchangeable parts. There is a swift and striking erosion of regionalism 
taking place, especially in the older regions like New England and the 
South where the consciousness of region goes back for centuries. The 
regional concept persists even after the regional reality has begun to 
give way and the differentiations are losing their sharpness of outline. 

A distinction may be useful here between what relates to society, or 
the social structure, and what relates to the culture or the community 
ways. In their structure as a society—in their business anc^ labor trends, 
their machines and machine living, their class directions, in transport, 
in distributive systems, in their use of the big media, in advertising and 
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salesmanship, in consumers’ goods and processed foods—the regions are 
being fused into a national standardized pattern. It is this pattern that 
one sees in magazines and movies and on TV. But in whatever concerns 
group life, race relations and attitudes, legal customs, architecture and 
building, walk and talk, song and dance, the arts, the pace of living, 
in the use of leisure (except for the big media), in the life of the mind, 
in prejudices and loves and hates, in the way people grow up and die 
and the way they feel about the place where they live, the regions still 
retain or are capable of autonomous rreativeness. The process of 
erosion goes on here too but less swiftly than in the more external social 
forms that are being standardized. 

Take as an instance the musical idiom known as "jazz," which is re¬ 
garded throughout the world as characteristically American. It was a lo¬ 
cal creation, coming out of the life of Negroes in New Orleans, out of 
the marching songs at their funerals and the honky-tonks of Bourbon 
Street. Gathering strands ftom the idioms of Airira and the Caribbean, 
it developed in New Orleans until if achieved its own form; then it was 
joined by similar forms that developed in St. Louis and Harlem, came 
into the stream of national life, and ceased to be merely a regional 
idiom. Something of the same may be said of the folk tales and ballads 
of the O/arks, the badman legends of the Far West, the architectural 
style of mission and pueblo and ranch house of the Southwest, the writ¬ 
ing of a small group of Mississippians, the cooking of the Deep South, 
the religious revivalism of the Midwest, the passion for dissent of New 
England, the openness of New York to winds of doctrine from every 
quarter. 

Is this regional creativeness coming to an end? I have talked with New 
Orleans writers who tell me that the walls of regional insulation there 
have broken down, that Bourbon Street is a playground for visiting 
tired businessmen from the Fast and Midwest, and the Mardi Gras has 
become synthetic. They say that the big media and the big money have 
desttoyed the sense of regional and folk uniqueness from which the 
creative impulses came, and that nothing as fresh or delightful as jazz 
will ever be born again, whether in New Oileans or St. Louis or any¬ 
where else. There is a streak of truth in this, and a sad one. I should 
add that when one of my friends whp spoke thus had a chance to leave 
New Orleans and get at the big media and the big money in New 
York, he preferred to work and write where he felt at home. There 
would seem to be a persisting autonomous element that is still regional. 

We shall probably never know what historic combination of cir¬ 
cumstances and talents produced New Orleans jazz or New England 
dissent, just as we shall never know the secret of individual creativeness. 
In this sense the. regional culture—the fusion of place, people, and tradi- 
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tion—is a primary datum of American life. In the course of American 
history, now one region and now another has acted for a time as the 
principal carrier of cultural creativeness and has had a formative role 
in shaping the national character. Just when it has seemed that this 
vein of gold was running out in one region it has turned out that else* 
where another deposit has been gathering, secretly and slowly, richer 
than any Comstock Lode that ever brought its lucky exploiters to the 
heights of Nob Hill. 

I do not say, as some do, that only the regional culture can keep 
America from being ironed out into a flat conformist country. The 
champions of regionalism conveniently forget that the region may har¬ 
bor a rigorous cultural tyranny. The region is a force against national 
patterns of standardization, but there is a difference between standardi¬ 
zation, which has to do with the outward life, and conformity or non* 
conformity of spirit. Since the region is a more compassable unit of 
living, it may also, like the small town, be a more compassable unit for 
enforcing conformity. 

One cannot expect of the regional culture that it should save America 
from the anthill society. Only the autonomous impulses of the un- 
legislatcd individual, working in small groups with others like himself, 
conscious of the larger directions of American life and of his place in 
them, owning loyalties of a richly diverse kind yet remaining a person 
within these loyalties, can perform that difficult role. What the region 
can do, in its more limited way, is to serve as a buffer between the in¬ 
dividual and the impersonal forces shaping national life. In that role 
the best that American regional cultures can hope for is to find a healthy 
balance between insulation and accessibility. 
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IN WHICH we examine how modern science and its machines have fared 
under the conditions of American life and what contributions Americans have 
made to both. We trace the relations between power as if is expressed through¬ 
out American life and power as it shows itself in the characteristic sciences (Sec. 
j, "The Enormous Laboratory: Science and Power'’), and we ask how much the 
climate of a free society in America is crucial to the growth of science and its 
fruits (Sec. s, "Science in an Open Society"). 

Tracing the series of industrial revolutions that have given America the sense 
of being in a "permanent revolution we examine the technician and pose the 
probably insoluble question of whether he (and the scientist tod) can be 
" neutral” when faced with the choices of what shall be done with his science 
and machines (Sec. j, "Big Technology and Neutral Technicians’’). Shifting to 
the worker and looking at the same scene from his vantage point, we analyze 
the factory as a society, ask what has happened to work as a calling, what in¬ 
centives spur the best kind of work, and what lies ahead for the worker in a 
society where his machine-tending role is diminishing. We stop for a glimpse 
into the future of "automation " and the almost workerless industrial plant and 
office (Sec. 4, "Work and the Automatic Factory’’). 

Shifting now to the consumer, we look at the array of commodities that 
America creates daily, ask what life values they serve and how they can serve 
them best, and trace the effect of plenty upon American thinking (Sec. 5 , "The 
Wilderness of Commodities"). Finally we tackle the'moot question of the 
" standardization" of American life by the machine and examine how a humanist 
culture can best be developed not only in spite of but through the machine as 
instrument (Sec. 6, "The Culture of Machine Living’). 



CHAPTER IV 


The Culture of Science 
and the Machine 


i. The Enormous Laboratory: 

Science and Power 

A MERICA is a civilization founded on science and rooted in its 
achievements. Without science the whole ribbed frame of Ameri¬ 
can technology, and with it American power, would have been impos¬ 
sible. America itself was born at the beginning of the great age of Euro¬ 
pean science. Back of the flowering modern technology were the long 
centuries when the seed grew silently in the earth. The same expansive 
forces that produced the intellectual discoveries of that saeculum mira- 
bile of European science—the seventeenth century—produced the Amer¬ 
ican settlements as well. Europe reached out intellectually, as it reached 
out physically, for new frontiers. In England, the history of the Royal 
Society paralleled that of the plantation companies. The whole atmos¬ 
phere surrounding the settlement and peopling of America was an at¬ 
mosphere of scientific beginnings. Except in a climate of innovation the 
American experiment would have been impossible; conversely, it was 
in the intensely innovating social climate of America that invention 
was bound to flourish. 

To be sure, science as the heir of centuries of intellectual develop¬ 
ment needed something better than a wilderness to grow in. It needed 
universities, intellectual exchange, and the leisure for idle curiosity; 
it needed also a consciousness of national strength which did not come 
until the era of Jackson, Mitchell Wilson has pointed out that during 
the first half century of the nation’s history American invention was 
sparse and imitative, and American science lagged behind that of Eu¬ 
rope. There were hopes that invention would flourish, but by 1834 
(when the present patent law was passed) there were only a little more 
than 1,200 patents on file. The great burst of inventiveness began in 
the following period. But once started on its career, American science 
had a few crucial things in its favor. It had the whole body of Europe s 
science to use as an unlimited drawing account; yet it .had also the 
advantage of distance—the extra margin of freedom from the grooves 
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of conventional thinking which often hemmed in the European scien¬ 
tists. 

An amusing example may be found, even in the earlier pciiod, in 
Benjamin Franklin’s career as a scientist. Franklin is one of the im¬ 
portant world names in elec tricity. He began to putter with it when an 
English friend sent him some rudimentary equipment with a few hints 
on how to use it. Without European science he could not have started; 
but once started he worked with a sense of excitement and in an at¬ 
mosphere of intense popular interest. So much was he on his own that 
when he wrote his friends in Europe about his experiments, he didn't 
know r whether the terms he had newly coined for what he observed were 
the first. With the growth of his fame as a scientist his European friends 
sent him the literature containing the orthodox vocabulary and the 
traditional ideas on electricity. ‘‘As he learned from books, rather than 
his own investigations,” says Franklin’s editor, I. Bernard Cohen, ‘‘he 
ceased to have a free, unfettered mind. As he became more and more 
familiar with the literature of electricity, he made fewer and fewer dis¬ 
coveries until finally he made no more.” Franklin’s discoveries were 
discussed in the Royal Society, which when asked to protect a powder 
magazine from the effects of lightning recommended the Franklin light¬ 
ning rod, with pointed conductors. One committee member dissented, 
insisting on blunt conductors (or “knobs”) instead of "points.” He con¬ 
tinued to attack Franklin without success—until the Revolutionary War, 
when George III intervened and ordered “blunt” conductors for the 
Royal Palace. When the head of the Royal Society refused to reverse the 
committee’s recommendation on the Franklin rod, the King forced his 
resignation. 

One may take this delightful story as a somewhat distorted allegory 
of the conditions of science in Europe and America. I do not mean to 
overstate the favoring conditions of Ameiican scientific work or to give 
an inflated impression of its achievement in its early phase. Such early 
scientists of note as Joseph Henry and Draper did work that stood out 
like mountain peaks from the general flatness of the amateur work 
around them, much of which repeated what had already been done in 
Europe with greater subtlety. The lack of contact with other working 
scientists, which gave a few men of genius a chance at originality, also 
cut many others off from the access to other working scientists without 
which they could get no stimulation. Yet there were important institu¬ 
tional hindrances from which American science was free. It could pur¬ 
sue the laws of Nature without troubling about the laws of monarchies; 
it could work in an atmosphere in which it did not have to cope with 
a codified body of religious taboos or with a church looted in state 
power; it did not have to reckon with either priestly or aristocratic 
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castes. It was free to follow its impulse and develop the resources of a 
continent. In that impulse were tied together the main threads of the 
American mind—its Puritan emphasis on work, its sense of newness and 
confidence, its technical skill, its energy, its sense of the "go'' of things. 

But American achievement has been less in pure than in applied sci¬ 
ence—that is, in invention and technology. When an American today 
thinks of science, he is likely to think of test tubes and laboratories, of 
such end-product inventions as atom bombs or antibiotics, guided mis¬ 
siles, proximity fuses, or the latest process for cracking oil. The great 
scientific revolution of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had al¬ 
ready taken place by the time America became a going concern. A raw 
country could not quickly develop an intellectual tradition out of which 
emerges the giant figure of an Aristotle or Euclid, a Galileo, a Newton 
or Darwin or Mendel, a Faraday or Einstein. The names that keep 
cropping up in the American histories, biographies, and current scien¬ 
tific literature are distinguished enough: Franklin himself; Joseph 
Henry, a physicist who made some remarkable discoveries in electricity 
and magnetism; Nathaniel Bowditch, mathematician and “Practical 
Navigator”; Audubon, ornithologist; Simon Newcomb, astronomer; 
Benjamin Silliman, chemist; Asa Gray, botanist; Willard Gibbs, physi¬ 
cist; Holmes and Morton, who did much for childbirth and anesthesia; 
John W. Draper, Thomas A. Edison, and George Eastman, the trio 
whose connected work did much for the modern sciences of communi¬ 
cation. The list could be lengthened with names like Millikan, Lang¬ 
muir and Gilbert Lewis, with G. W. Hill and Birkhoff in mathematics, 
with Julian Schwinger, I. I. Rabi, and Robert Oppenheimer in physics 
(I omit those who developed as scientists abroad and came to America 
as refugees), with Urey in chemistry, T. H. Morgan and H. J. Muller in 
genetics, W. B. Cannon in the theory of homeostasis, and names like 
Hale, Boade, Hubble, and Shapley in astrophysics. To these must be 
added a galaxy of contemporary names linked with radio, television, 
electronics, automation, and atomic energy. 

It is a rich and diversified list and disproves any idea that Americans 
do not carry their share of the burden of scientific research and think¬ 
ing. Yet of the whole list, there is only one—Gibbs—who would clearly 
be recognized as a theoretical scientist of the highest world rank, stand¬ 
ing apart from the productive laboratory experimenters, scientific or¬ 
ganizers and classifiers, distinguished teachers, and brilliant inventors. 
Much of the enormous laboratory of modern American scientific power 
rests on the laws of chemical energetics that Gibbs discovered. The 
processes of separating metals from their ores, refining petroleum, fixing 
nitrogen, synthesizing rubber, and many other operations make use of 
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Gibbs’s "phase rule" and other formulas. Yet even itf Gibbs’s case his 
great theoretical work in physics and chemistry was carried on under a 
blanket of indifference on the part of the universities, the industrialists, 
and the public. Even the European scientists failed to see the meaning 
of his work. When, in 1876, Clerk Maxwell gave a lengthy analysis and 
appreciation of it before a European audience, he got little response. 

The American achievement in the atomic era may seem to disprove 
the scarcity of great American theoretical work. Yet the theoretical 
groundwork for atomic fission was laid in Europe, and the achievements 
at Hanford, Chicago, Los Alamos, and Oak Ridge arc based on the 
revolution in theoretical physics begun with Einstein’s 1905 paper in 
Germany and with the work of Heisenberg, Born, De Broglie, Schroc- 
dinger, and Dirac, which overturned the ideas about time, space, mass, 
and length. The theoretical discoveries were the result of world-wide 
knowledge, but it was America that took over the knowledge, organized 
it, underwrote it, and thus got out in front. The achievement of the 
Americans was a triumph of engineering and of hospitality in giving 
harbor to scientists like Einstein, Fermi, and Szilard who had fled from 
tyranny. The Americans achieved what they did through the division 
and distribution of the research, the fitting of the findings into a pat¬ 
tern, the construction of plants, machinery, and machine tools, the com¬ 
bination of economic power with wealth and inventiveness, and with 
an experimental and empiric cast of mind. 

Heine once said that while England ruled the seas, Germany ruled 
the clouds, and his jibe at the vaporous metaphysical broodings of his 
countrymen has been echoed by others. For great theoretical work in 
science, Americans, boasting that their feet are always on the ground, 
have not been in the clouds enough. It is this feet-on-the-ground com¬ 
pulsion that has kept American genius largely limited to applied sci¬ 
ence and engineering. The strain of empiricism runs through the whole 
of the history of the American mind. Americans find their ideas in 
things: they understand generalizations in terms of the operations in¬ 
volved in using them. The segment of the European philosophic herit¬ 
age they took over was in the main the British segment, which ran less 
in terms of absolutes than the others; and the portion of the British 
segment that influenced them most was the thinking of Hume and 
Locke, who distilled the empiricism of the British tradition. It is also 
characteristic of American science that its most brilliant theorist in the 
philosophy of science was Charles S. Peirce, the founder of the Pragmatic 
school, for whom the "meaning of a statement" lay in the effects which 
the belief in it has on human behavior. This strain of thinking helps 
make a civilization a technological one, using scientific theories to the 
hilt but not generating great new ones. The place of science in Ameri- 
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can civilization is thus closely linked with the characteristic cast of the 
American mind. 

The question about a civilization is not whether it uses science but 
how it uses science, what contributions it makes to it, what sciences are 
closest to its temper and civilization style. While the Gieeks did im¬ 
portant work in astronomy and physics, the characteiistic Greek sciences 
were botany, zoology, biology, and mathematics, as befitted a people 
absorbed with the individual, the categoiy, and theii relations. The 
characteristic sciences of American technology tinned out to be chemis¬ 
try and physics, electronics and radiation, as befits a people absorbed 
with encigy and speed, communication and power. In both cases the 
sciences are a key to the crucial civilization traits. In otic case they are 
mainly the life sciences and the sciences of order, in the other the sci¬ 
ences of energy and power. 

Spongier had at least a half-truth by the tail when, writing in his 
Decline of the West on the Faustian and Apollonian nature concep¬ 
tions, he said that “force is the mechanical Nature-picture of Western 
man. . . . The primary ideas of this physics stood firm long before 
the first physicist was born." While this notion—that the science type 
in any civilization exists long before the science—has an element of 
poetry, it cannot be ignored. Veblen brushed the same problem in 
the 1920s when he linked the American “technology of physics and 
chemistry” (radiation and electronics had not yet emerged) with “ab¬ 
sentee ownership” by and of corporations. And if you push absentee 
ownership and corporate power still further back, you get the “natural 
rights” of property. 

Here, 1 think, we reach a significant relationship. The American 
conceptions of science went hand in hand with the American concep¬ 
tions of nature: the Declaration of Independence, with its theory of the 
natural rights of the individual, was the forerunner of the great upsurge 
of American energy which led to the technological triumphs of the 
nineteenth century. The Federalist Papers are in themselves a micro¬ 
cosm of the forces in the American mind that were to shape the uses 
of science: on the one hand an equilibrium-politics, on the other a 
drive on purely pragmatic grounds to establish the principle of a cen¬ 
tral authority with the power to govern essential for survival. The two 
may seem inconsistent to the critical student of today, and their in¬ 
consistency has been shown in the creaking of the American govern¬ 
mental machine: yet the important fact is that they were both part of 
the eighteenth-century American mind, and the sense of natural law in 
the equilibrium principle coexisted with the empirical power sense in 
the principle of central authority. 
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These two—the sense of natural law and a power empiricism—have 
been the formative forces in American science and technology, as they 
have been in American political science and economics. The “reception” 
that the Americans gave the principles of John Locke, as Walton Ham¬ 
ilton has analyzed it and Merle Curti has traced it, is another instance 
of the transforming drive in the American civilization: for the Locke 
that emerged from American thinking on property was very different 
from the Locke that came into it from the English. It is in the nature 
of a civilization’s “genius” that whatever material it borrows from others 
it transforms in its own image. When John Locke came out of the 
American transforming machine his name was Andrew Carnegie and 
Henry Ford. The Declaration of Independence became the “due process" 
decisions of the Supreme Court; Tom Paine's flaming pamphlet on 
natural law became the comfortable doctrines that bolstered property 
interests; the American idea of Natuie turned into corporate ownership, 
and its servant was the technology of chemistry and physics. The con- 
gruity between American science and the driving spirit of American 
political and economic development was the congruity of elan and 
energy. The geography and resources of America invited a physics of 
force, and the role of Nature in American political thinking reflected 
it and prepared the ground for it. Out of the sciences of force came 
American technology and the machine process; and they in turn cast 
their spell back upon science. 

This capacity for transforming science into technology, which ac¬ 
counts for so much of the success of American power, is not one to be 
taken for granted. The Greeks, for example, played a greater role in 
the history of scientific theory than the Americans. They took the great 
step from myth to science, just as Europeans in the seventeeth century 
took the final step in separating science from religion. Centuries be¬ 
fore the Christian era there were thinkers in Thrace and Athens, in 
Sicily and on the coast of Asia Minor, who did basic thinking about 
biology and mathematics, about the nature of the world and the con¬ 
stitution of matter, upon which later centuries were built. At the 
height of the Greek achievement a Stagirite called Aristotle was able 
to synthesize what the Greeks knew of Nature and its workings into a 
system more comprehensive than any mind before or since. Yet Greek 
science, although it continued its achievements as science for several 
centuries after Aristotle, never took the crucial step from science to 
technology. To be sure, the Alexandrian world in the later Greek era 
had an impressive number of mechanical contrivances described by 
Hero, like the endless chain, the compound pulley, and the crane for 
lifting, some of which they put to practical use. Yet if remained true 
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that Greek technology, however you measure its achievement, never 
explored and applied more than a small fraction of what Greek science 
might have made possible. It did not run machines, relieve labor of its 
burdens, increase man’s productive capacity greatly, build a powerful 
industrial civilization. Why? 

The clues to the Greek failure in technology may shed some light 
on the American success in it. Partly they lie in what may be called 
the slave syndrome. There is a British school of historians, including 
Benjamin Farrington and V. Gordon Childe, who Iock to the slave sys¬ 
tem for the explanation of the arrested Greek development. They have 
pushed their thesis too hard in applying it to science, for it is obvious 
that the slave-based society of the Greek city-states was well developed 
by Plato’s time, yet Greek science went on growing for several cen¬ 
turies in the work of Euclid, Archimedes, and others. But the heart of 
the matter is less in the failure of science to develop fully than in its 
failure to make the transition to technology. The thinking of the 
Greeks was done by free men and citizens; the work was done by 
foreigners and slaves. Where there is a contempt for work and trade and 
the sweat they entail, there is a separation from the sources of experi¬ 
ence and Nature, and a blindness to those imperatives of practice that 
shape innovation. The American scientist or technician, no matter how 
famous and whether he works at industrial research or at a university, 
does not cut himself off from these sources of experience. Less a creator 
of world views than the ancient Greek or modern European scientist, 
he has been a discoverer of new ways of pushing old and new things to 
completion. 

There have, of course, been other explanations of the failure of Greek 
science to develop into technology. One scholar suggests that the 
Greeks in the Hellenistic period were developing an experimental 
technique, but that the invasion of the Roman “barbarians" from the 
Italian peninsula cut it off before it had a chance to flower. Another 
scholar contends that it was because the Greek ideal of life, in its stress 
on the public place and its underemphasis on the home, had no inter¬ 
est in raising living standards, and therefore no zeal for technology. 
Neither of these is inconsistent with the approach that stresses slavery. 
Even if the Roman barbarians had never come, Greek society could 
never have developed a revolutionary technology. Greek science de¬ 
veloped to no small extent out of the reflectiveness possible in a leisure- 
class society sustained by a moral and political individualism, with a 
civic ideal of life. But in the context of slavery and of the leisure-class 
contempt for work, it could not go much beyond science and was ar¬ 
rested before it carried its insights over into technology. 

The atmosphere of America was less favorable for the reflective than 



216 


THE CULTURE OF SCIENCE AND THE MACHINE 


for the dynamic aspects of science; the emphasis was not on jfhilosophy 
and the shaping of new world views but on experience and the mastery 
of the environment. The achievements in technology thus outran the 
creativeness in pure science. 

If the South had triumphed in the Civil War (and the reason it did 
not was that the North had developed a technology) and had gone on to 
spread its “peculiar institution’'—the slave syndrome—over the whole 
of America, the same paralysis might have befallen American tech¬ 
nology that befell the Greek and Hellenistic. Calhoun and Jefferson 
Davis dreamed of a Greek slave-based Republic, and with a Southern 
victory the American ruling class might have lived mote gracefully 
but less efficiently than the business elite has done. The Civil War was 
thus more than a moral or Constitutional struggle: exactly because it 
was fought over moral and Constitutional issues it was also a crisis in 
technological history. 

Having triumphed over the plantocracy of the South, the business 
class went on to the conquest of a continent and the economic empire 
of the world. Whatever else might be said of it after the Civil War, it 
was hospitable to the science underlying the technological changes 
that had given it power. For oniy technology could master the needed 
domain for these rulers: strip the forests, open the land, build the 
railroads, pick the cotton, thrash the wheat, hainess the energy. In 
Europe the business class had to fight an unremitting struggle for cen¬ 
turies against the political rulers and the social aristocracy: only in 
England and Germany did it win; especially in Germany, where Bis¬ 
marck built a technological welfare state in alliance with the army. In 
America the sway of the business class was undisputed. It lavished its 
gifts on science (although not always wisely) through research hinds 
and big labotatoiies, because science in turn opened a cornucopia of 
profits. It whipped technology on because every discovery of new tech¬ 
niques and processes meant the cutting of costs, the opening of new 
areas of investment, the reaching of new heights of productivity. Amer¬ 
ica became the Enormous Laboratory. 


2. Science in an Open Society 

Out of this laboratory have poured whole new industries: electric 
power, aviation, the telephone, radio and TV, movies, antibiotic drugs, 
aluminum and other light metals, electronics, radar, isotopes, X rays and 
radiation therapy. The bulk of the newer arms produced in the war- 
geared economy of our generation comes from processes unknown, per¬ 
haps even undreamed of, in the 1920s. The people in closest contact 
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with them must reckon with continuous obsolescence; they live within 
universes that must be renewed in constantly shortening cycles. The 
scientific revolution out of which the new industries and techniques 
came is itself scarcely a half century old. The earlier work in quantum 
mechanics, cosmic rays, the neutton and meson, and the overturning of 
the classical concepts of mass and measurement led to an era of scien¬ 
tific changes that present a challenge to a science civilization like the 
American. Having become an Enoimous Laboratory, America had the 
task of maintaining its industrial and military primacy against any 
rival constellation. 

A great scientific civilization depends on two imperatives: the muta¬ 
tion outcroppings of scientific genius, and the pervasiveness of the 
scientific outlook. .Assuming a fair share of the fust, there must be a 
favorable climate in which the insights demanded by the modern scien¬ 
tific revolution ran flower. 'T he young Einstein, pondering the question 
of the speed of light and the errant behavior of the planet Mercury, 
could not have reached his solution by empiricism alone. He reached 
it by undercutting the assumption of classical physics, seeing the uni¬ 
verse as a series of observations by a scientist who is himself part of the 
franre. 

lire revolution in science jolted young American physicists loose 
from empiricism. It also jolted American industry and the government 
into subsidies of scientific research so extensive that one must speak of 
General Electric or Du Pont Chemical or General Dynamics as the new 
Maecenases of young talent in science. They are ready to foot the bill 
for theoretical research. Yet the empirical shadow of the Errormorrs 
Workshop continues to fall on the Enormous Laboratory. It is hard for 
a culture to rid itself of its encrusted habits of thought, even in a uni¬ 
verse in which God emerges as the Great Mathematician rather than 
as the Great Artificer. The vvhqle organized-perhaps overorganized— 
matetial civilization of America, so different from the reflective and the 
metaphysical, brings America closer to the symbol of Osiris than of 
Isis. z\midst the research endowment, science clubs, and the new bu¬ 
reaucracy of the vast science enterprise of America, there is a danger 
of losing sight of the quality that Einstein had along with Newton and 
Harvey: a basic simplicity of approach that ctrt through the clutter of 
intellectual and scientific bric-a-brac. Despite some brilliant and mature 
teaching of science in the universities, many American students are 
trained less in the ways of ‘'idle curiosity" than of the technician who 
sees a job to be done and sets about doing it. Benjamin Franklin, who 
did his best scientific work in the spirit of free curiosity, left a different 
kind of heritage too: for the Franklin mixture was made up of equal 
parts of the Puritan doctrine of work, Poor Richard's bourgeois doc- 
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trine of thrift and profit, and the tinkering with new gadgets. It was a 
utilitarian heritage for practical men. 

The scientific discovery, we have come to understand, is likely to 
start with the inspired hunch and end with the culminating calcula¬ 
tion. But in a technological culture, intellectual production is viewed 
very much in the image of mass production and the factory belt line. 
The subsidizing of inspired hunches is obviously hard: it requires both 
risk and faith, and in a utilitarian culture the pressures on the young 
scientist to prove his mettle by “delivering the goods” come from 
within, yet are a reflection of the pressures from the culture as a whole. 
Conant has defined science not (as Karl Pearson did) as a classification 
of facts but as a series of conceptual schemes linked with observation 
and experiment both before and after, and has made a plea to encourage 
these "conceptual schemes” by emphasizing not the belt line or the job 
but the person. He has asked universities and industrial concerns to 
subsidize not the project but the scientist. 

Rarely have they done so. Industrial research produces many inven¬ 
tions and gadgets but few scientists of top importance, and while in¬ 
dustry and government together in the mid- 1950s spent over four and 
a half billion dollars a year on research and employed some 400,000 
scientists and engineers at it, little of the money or energy went into 
fundamental research as distinguished from empirical inventions. It is 
true that some of the industry research men contribute first-rate papers 
to professional journals, and that industrial raids on university facul¬ 
ties are often returned in a two-way process. Yet my general statement 
must stand. This may seem surprising in the light of America’s indus¬ 
trial leadership and its reputation for working miracles in the solution 
of technical problems. But in his study, The Organization Man, W. H. 
Whyte, Jr., examines the record of industry with the result I have given. 
He makes a crucial distinction between empirical research, which (let 
us say) sets out to develop a better automobile engine or electric bulb 
and does so, and fundamental research, which doesn’t know what it is 
looking for until it stumbles upon a problem, whereupon a whole series 
of new questions arise. Only two American scientists from the industrial 
laboratories—Irving Langmuir and C. J. Davisson—have received Nobel 
prizes, as compared with dozens from the universities. A Fortune study 
of outstanding scientists under forty, by Francis Bello, found that all 
but a small percentage of the creative younger men were in the univer¬ 
sities rather than in the research laboratories of big industry. The days 
of Langmuir, Steinmetz, and Wallace Carothers seem to be over, and 
the day of the "adjusters” who are not eccentrics or troublemakers is 
upon us. The emphasis of the corporate managers is upon finding peo¬ 
ple who will be "co-operative" and work as part of a "team." And the 
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same trend is beginning in the universities as well, where “team re¬ 
search" is making inroads as the dominant concept, wherever military 
subsidies support the research. As a counterforce, however, the argu¬ 
ment has been pressed that the work in atomic energy would never 
have been possible without fundamental theory—but it remains to be 
seen whether this truth will stick in the military mind. 

It is, of course, difficult to separate the individual heroic figure in 
science from the whole collective of scientific scholarship, in which the 
man who makes the culminating calculation stands on the shoulders of 
so many other men. Rut given free communication between scientists, 
the concentration on the scientist himself and his inner brooding and in¬ 
spired hunches is an essential one if fundamental research is to flourish. 
The fear of “geniuses,” felt through most of the industrial structure, 
scares off a number of men who value independent thinking and cherish 
their own cast of personality. Rut the managerial attitude is even more 
corrosive for the marginal men who may deride to go into industrial 
research and who develop their own inhibitions against original think¬ 
ing once they find themselves in an atmosphere hostile to it. 

While the corporate managers feel uneasy with scientific “geniuses," 
the community as a whole distrusts and even fears them. A survey of 
New England teen-agers, reflecting probably the opinion of parents as 
well, described science as an occupation fit for “queer geniuses” who 
were cold and lacked moral standards. This is part of a current of anti 
intellectualism that swept in recent years not only through America but 
through the whole Western world, largely as a consequence of the 
atomic crisis. 

Actually there is a double impulse of worship and fear in the way 
Americans feel toward science. They address it as Shelley addressed 
the west wind: "Destroyer and preserver; hear, oh, hearl” For the multi¬ 
tude, science has been a worker of miracles which they have come to 
take almost for granted as part of the natural course of America’s 
development. This has led to a popular fetishism of science, which 
Henry Adams grasped when he used the contrasting symbols of the 
“virgin and the dynamo.” But h£ failed to make the distinction between 
the personal and the tribal symbols of worship. To the medieval mind 
the Virgin had a personal immediacy; to the Americans the dynamo—or 
the atom bomb, or streptomycin, or the electronic brain, or whatever 
the current miracle symbol may be—is connected with the nation’s 
destiny. The American makes a cult of science as a tribal symbol, just as 
he makes a cult of success as a personal symbol. 

That—and the fear of which I have spoken—may be the reason why 
the man of science has not yet left as deep a mark on American litera- 
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ture as, let us say, the journalist, the soldier, the business Titan, The 
closest approach to a glorifying of the research scientist as a saintlike, 
dedicated person was in Sinclair Lewis’s Arrowsmith. In the popular 
biographies of great scientists the laboratory piocess was transmuted into 
something else: scientific research seemed most understandable to 
Americans as an ascetic endurance contest or a criminal manhunt or a 
success story—as anything, in fact, except the penetrating simplicity of 
intellectual insight. The other popular image of the scientist was a 
cross between the heritage of the Gothic romances and Wells’s The 
Island of Doctor Moreau —the diabolical scientist of the horror movies 
or of supernatural fiction, the Svengali of the intellectual world, a 
sinister and lethally dangerous figure who in the end destroys himself 
or is shot by the F.B.I. Most familiarly and ludicrously the scientific 
process was dramatized by the movies in the ritual of surgeons donning 
the hygienic invincibility of rubber gloves before a delicate brain opera¬ 
tion. 

Something of a revolution has taken place recently in the populariz¬ 
ing of scientific research through magazines like the Scientific Arncii- 
can, and a group of able science writers has arisen who have technical 
competence along with a dramatizing capacity. On another level a 
genre of popular science fiction has emerged, dealing less with sticn- 
tists than with the projection of the scientific imagination in the 
Wellsian tradition, half fantasy, half prophecy. In the form of Buck 
Rogers and the space ship it also reached into the rontic books and 
television. Some of the same writers who once did pulp magazine 
“Westerns” now turned to the frontiers of the Space Patrol. Even the 
G^Men of the F.B.I. were touched by the image ol the scientific investi¬ 
gator who operates with a deadly detachment and laboratory efficiency, 
and science came thus to be invoked by Americans to preserve them 
from subversives within as well as from enemies without. 

The sharpest dilemma that science posed was in its relation to the 
weapons of war. The Enormous Workshop became the Enormous 
Arsenal. Without war science and war technology America could not 
produce the radar and sonar, rockets, jets and jet interceptors, guided 
missiles, strategic bombers, short-range interceptors, submarines, atom 
bombs, biological and radiological weapons which, rightly or wrongly, 
were consideted necessary for the survival of a great modern nation. 
Yet the whole bundle of attitudes—awe and terror and a clinging re¬ 
liance-clustering around the science-created tools of war generated an 
atmosphere in which the free pursuit of science became more difficult. 

Science depends upon open communications, both between cultures 
and between scientists within a culture. But in a spy-ridden, security¬ 
conscious world of the Great Powers the inevitable response of ad- 



SCIENCE IN AN OPEN SOCIETY 221 

ministrators to the demands of the armament race was the sanction of 
secrecy. The scientist working on a defense project was investigated 
and cross-investigated, tagged and watched. In the past this was partly 
true of scientists working for corporations engaged in intense competi¬ 
tion. But in a war-geared society the political tests became the crucial 
ones, and the scientist was watched for entangling alliances and even 
for dangerous thoughts. Since the larger share of scientific research 
in the universities came under the defense services, with government 
subsidies and government supervision, the danger was that scientists 
would in effect have to put on uniforms. Only a small percentage of the 
university and industrial projects under government contract might be 
"secret," yet they infected the rest. Thus American science tended to 
become not only project-ridden (as I have put it above) but security- 
ridden. t 

Even sympathetic students of the Soviet Union, like Sidney and 
Beatrice Webb, point out the remarkable degree to which the Com¬ 
munists developed both the cull of science and the disease of orthodoxy. 
Their devotion to science is ciippled by the taboos of Communist think¬ 
ing and by the dogma of Patty Tiutlv so much so that, while they can 
expect to nurture good technicians, they cannot hope to rival the 
theoretical discoveries of the world outside, on which they must con¬ 
tinue to draw either by espionage or by keeping the communications 
open. Yet it must be added that a conservative orthodoxy is only a little 
better for science, because while less rigid than a Communist orthodoxy, 
it may in its own way have a repressive effect on science. 

I am not arguing wishfully that science can function only in an open 
society and that it dries up wholly under totalitarianism. The experi¬ 
ence of the Soviet Union, where important work has continued in 
mathematics, physics, chemistry, and astronomy, should make anyone 
wary of pushing the argument too far. The important fact is that the 
scientific enterprise in a closed society is taken over by the state, for 
state ends and under state stimulus and penalties. The task of recruit¬ 
ing young people from the schools and universities for scientific work 
is performed by the party and state, and the organization of scientific 
societies and the rewarding of scientific work is under the same auspices. 
In short, the pursuit of science gets encased inside a bureaucracy and an 
elite, much as with the officers of an army. As long as the party and 
state give this elite encouragement and scope for its work, the work will 
continue tolerably. Where political purposes cut across scientific free¬ 
dom, as was the case in Soviet genetics during the Stalin era, the work 
of science becomes stultified. If the strength of the state falters, and 
along with it the belief in the state’s purposes, the morale of the scien¬ 
tists is bound to disintegrate and their work to suffer. Thus the fortunes 
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of science under totalitarianism tend to rise and fall with the fortunes 
of the state and the incentives it furnishes to its scientific servants. 

This contrasts with the case of an open society where science con¬ 
tinues its work independently of the state and its power, and where (in 
fact) the fortunes of the state itself may be affected by the course of 
scientific thinking. True, the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century situa¬ 
tion where the language of science was still close to the language of the 
ordinary educated man no longer applies. Science today speaks in iso- 
teric symbols, and even in democracies scientists are likely to form them¬ 
selves into an even tighter elite. But it is one that must remain in¬ 
dependent of the state if its best work is to continue. It depends for 
recruitment upon the interest and morale of the young people in the 
schools, and when they feel that the life of the scientist is an unfree one 
they are likely to move into business or the professions instead. It de¬ 
pends for its creativeness upon the 6 lan of men whose commitment is 
not to the state but to science itself and the human purposes it serves. 
Although they are an elite they are reluctant to function as a military 


Thus the operation of science in an open society is a productive one, 
but only if the society continues open. Scientific discoveries depend on 
overturning the orthodoxies of received doctrine: but it is difficult to 
sustain habits of scientific skepticism in a society in which political 
conformism comes to be expected. Only in an open society can scien¬ 
tists undercut the basic preconceptions of their own disciplines. One 
trouble with scrutinizing science for subversion is that there is an ir¬ 
reducible element of subversiveness in scientific method itself. The 
creativeness of the scientific outlook lies exactly in the fact that it is no 
respecter of taboos. 

Its method is at once bold and rational. At its best it takes nothing 
for granted; finds no hypothesis too daring to assume or too sacred to 
test; finds no past conceptual scheme too established to discard if gen¬ 
eralization based on a different scheme fits the observations better. It is 
tedious and painstaking, ingenious in posing problems, bold in hunches, 
unsparing in making verifications. It is planful in that it looks back¬ 
ward at old failures and forward to new solutions. It is optimist, holding 
that there is nothing which will not someday yield to inquiry; it is 
economical, preferring the simplest formulations, opposing waste and 
futility. 

I have tried to describe science in the phrase that Max Weber used 
of it: Wissenschaft als Beruf —science as discipline or calling. To a great 
degree this describes the place of science in a civilization like the 
American. There are some who in their overzealousness for science sue- 
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ceed only in distorting it. One group makes a cult of scientific neutrality. 
It makes of science not a method for handling experience and organiz¬ 
ing observations but an end in itself—a dedicated, superhuman, almost 
inhuman way of life: in Nietzsche’s words, “the last, most subtle 
asceticism.” It regards scientific culture as the only important culture 
today, forgetting in its overrationalism that much of what men do and 
think is unreasoned, arising from the promptings of the unconscious 
self. It shades off into another group, which expects science to remake 
society with a conscious rationality of purpose. 

It is true to a degree that in American society there is some obstruc¬ 
tion offered to the free play of science, or better of technology, when 
new inventions would threaten existing investment and profitable 
patent pools, or create obsolescence too quickly. But while this has 
often been stressed by critics of the American economy it is only margi¬ 
nal, as the history of the unbroken dynamism of American science 
testifies. What is more crucial is that science finds itself operating in a 
society forced to spend billions for the discovery and manufacture of 
tools of war, but chary of smaller expenditures for health and education. 
One of the paradoxes about science, in America as elsewhere in the 
world, is that with all its vaunted use it has not done enough to release 
the social imagination (the exceptions are river-valley development, 
city planning, public-health work) or fortify the social will; and that 
the most advanced scientific methods in the realm of technology some¬ 
times may be found side by side with surviving taboos in the realm of 
social thought and action. 

But this is scarcely to be set down as a failurq of science peculiar to 
America. It is part of a more widespread wave of anti-intellectualism, 
and a failure of commitment to humanist values on the part of the peo¬ 
ples of the world. It shows itself in two ways: first, in the stubbornness 
with which men hold on to the habit of war-making and the use of 
science for killing. (As Bertrand Russell once put it, “Overeating is not 
a serious danger, but overfighting is.”) Second/in their failure to give 
full scope to scientific inquiry and freedom to scientists. Of all the 
political creeds the one that seemed to embrace science most avidly was 
that of the Communists; in America they taunted the businessmen with 
fearing to encourage the scientific* method lest it undercut business 
power, and they laid claim to a synthesis of "science and society.” The 
Marxist tradition, in arguing for a "scientific socialism,” had asserted the 
unbroken web of physical and social science and had gone so far as to 
apply the dialectic method to science itself. Yet, if anything, science 
proved to be more crippled by the disease of orthodoxy in the Com¬ 
munist societies of Russia, China, and eastern Europe than in America, 
and the institutions of those countries were more subject to the arbitrary 
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shiftings of the irrational will than in the relatively open American 
society. 

The fact was that America, itself the child and product of the eight¬ 
eenth-century Enlightenment, was committed to the values of science, 
freedom, and rationality, which the Enlightenment taught. In a letter 
to a young student, written in the closing year of the eighteenth century, 
Jefferson identified the struggle for freedom with the struggle for sci¬ 
ence: 

Great fields are yet to be explored to which our faculties are equal, and 
that to an extent of which we cannot fix the limits. I join you therefore in 
branding as cowardly the idea that the human mind is incapable of further 
advances. . . . While the art of printing is left to us, science can never be 
retrograde; what is once acquired of real knowledge can never be lost. To 
preserve the freedom of the human mind then and freedom of the press, 
every spirit should be ready to devote itself to martyrdom. . . . That the 
enthusiasm which characterizes youth should lift its parricide hands against 
freedom and science would be such a monstrous phenomenon as I cannot 
place among possible things in this age and this country. 

One might expect the successive eras of discovery in American sci¬ 
ence to have carried this spirit of the Enlightenment further, but it 
doesn’t follow and it didn't wholly happen. The impulses of the En¬ 
lightenment spent themselves and were succeeded by the impulses of 
technological advance and economic power. While in Jefferson’s day 
the fight for science and the fight for freedom were parts of the same 
fight, they came to be split away: both were still carried on, but not in 
relation to each other. Moreover, the interior world of the scientists 
changed. What they learned in each generation became for those of the 
next generation not so much a heritage to be cherished but a tool to be 
used: in other woids, as soon as science achieved its successive goals it 
made the transition and became technology. There followed another 
consequence: since a technology is to be used, science was no longer 
an idle curiosity, or even a form of objective knowledge, but a mode of 
action. The final step in this sequence of logic—or illogic—has proved 
ironic enough: since science is a mode of action, and since the world 
of action belongs centrally to the men of affairs, in government, busi¬ 
ness, and the armed services, it seemed to follow that the scientist ought 
to be judged by the values of these men of action and by their view 
of the prevailing social ethic. Hence scientists came to be assailed for 
their failure to conform to the dominant mood and policy of the time, 
as happened in the classical case of the security hearings of Robert Op- 
penheimer in 1954- Science thus helped to set in motion some of the 
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anti-intellectual feeling which in the end threatened the survival of the 
scientific spirit itself and the freedom of scientists to pursue their un¬ 
known goal. 

I speak of it as an unknown goal because the traditional image of the 
world of the scientist as a tidy and rational world, with all the loose 
ends fitting together, is no longer a true image—if it ever was. It is a 
world of bewildering duality that even the scientists themselves do not 
understand. In atomic physics, for example, the classical description in 
terms of Newtonian mechanics seemed no longer adequate to the scien¬ 
tists. The same phenomenon can be described from one standpoint as 
a wave of light, from another as a particle of matter; and while the two 
cannot logically be reconciled, functionally they fit the needs of scien¬ 
tific action and come closest to portraying the image of the world with 
which the scientists must operate. 

Within such a frame the old dream of Descartes, that the individual’s 
reason could move and shape a universe, left out of account the deep 
springs of the irrational within man himself. Einsteinian physics 
brought the observer back into the physical universe from which New¬ 
ton left him out; but (if I may stretch the parallel unduly) a social sci¬ 
ence which brings the irrational impulses of the human being once more 
into the picture of the social universe is unlikely to expert the method 
of science to yield a progressive mastery of the social environment. 
Physics has shown man himself to be the measure of his universe. He 
must be the measure of his social universe as well, but the methods by 
which he can achieve a mastery according to this measure are even more 
complex than the quantum theory and more elusive than the principle 
of uncertainty in physics. 

Some recognition of this may have kept Americans reluctant toiac- 
cept an emerging elite of scientists based on the theory that super¬ 
inventions must be the product of supermen. Nor is there, despite some 
doleful beliefs to the contrary, an emerging religion, of science in 
America. It is true that science has done much to eat away the old struc¬ 
tures of belief, and it is true that the old gods no longer rule over the 
American cosmos. But neither have the gods of science quite taken their 
place. So far from being wholly materialist, the scientific outlook did not 
prevent Dean Edmund Sinnott from speaking of “the biology of the 
spirit.” So far from being wholly rationalist, science has led some of its 
most penetrating observers to a firmer belief in an unscientific religion 
which embodies some of the mystery that science has been unable to 
penetrate. To the Americans there is a duality about science, at once 
benign and baleful, which makes them wary of committing themselves 
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wholly to it. They have learned that science can destroy as well as 
create, and they fear as well as embrace the miracles that seem to 
emerge from it. 

Their crucial approach to science is manipulative. Compared with 
the Latin word scientia and the German Wissenschajt, the popular 
American word know-how distills the whole American approach, making 
sure to add the "how” to the “know.” That is why science in America 
is not only a description of how things w r ork (as it has been since 
Thales) but so quickly becomes a technique for making them work. It 
thrusts into the background the “why” of the philosophers and fails to 
ask the crucial question the Greeks asked: To ivhat end 7 Science for 
Americans is a means toward ends never specifically delimited but 
taken foi granted, perhaps because it is felt they are implicit in the 
technique itself. Thus a means which is limited to technology runs the 
danger of becoming a set s ant of the machine process. 

For some Americans the potentials of science seem far darker exactly 
because of this failure to master the machine. It is the Destroyer that 
they see in science and not the Preserver. They sense that a science which 
came to liberate has left man not with a cosmos he can order but a 
vacuum from which he recoils and a predicament he cannot resolve. 
In the past a gloomy group of thinkers has argued from the laws of en¬ 
tropy that the world’s energy is running down, and more recently an¬ 
other group has feared the destruction of the world through cosmic 
rays. But this sense of the seeds of destruction within the universe is 
not what troubles those who fear science today. They are troubled far 
more by what a science-created atomic cloud can do, or science-created 
radiological poison. In the case of some, at least, what was once the 
cult of science has become an antiscience panic. 

Most Americans, however, with an organic optimism largely bred 
out of their experience of technological gains, are not troubled by 
these anxieties. They see science, and especially technology, as a means 
in the quest for an attainable good, and they feel certain that the good 
need never be explicitly defined but is implicit in the scientific quest. 
They regard the television eye and the electronic brain as proof that 
science has never lost the secret of mastery. They live within the realm 
of science and technology much as the American farmer once lived with 
the soil, as something close to their mood and experience. It is a medium 
in which they move much as they move in the air that they breathe. 

Yet the gap between the scientist and the ordinary man, as they con¬ 
front each other, is still an open one. The scientist is skeptical of every 
certainty except that of the method which makes him skeptical; he 
doubts everything except what enables his doubts to fee productive 
of new formulations. He tries to rid himself of any sacred-cow beliefs 
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in social institutions except for the open society without which he 
cannot breathe as a scientist. The common man, on the other hand, does 
seek certainties and is fearful that the scientist may destroy them. He 
wants a universe which is closed and comfortable, compact and finished. 
The universe of the scientist is still an expanding one, discontinuous 
and open. To keep it thus the scientist requires the willingness of an 
open society to let him follow his nose and give him the right to be 
wrong, both as scientist and as citizen. 


3 . Big Technology and Neutral Technicians 

The Americans did not develop modern machine technology first, but 
they have carried it furthest and shown the most marked affinity for 
it. The sway of the machine is less disputed in America than that of any 
other institution, including the science which made it possible, the 
capitalism which has organized its use, and the democracy governing 
the distribution of the power that flows from it. Unlike the democratic 
idea, which is assigned to the realm of w'hat ought to be, the empire of 
Big’Technology is an integral part of the daily living and thinking 
of Americans. They pride themselves on their “production miracles," 
much as the English used to call their islands the “workshop of the 
world.” 

The Big Technology has been for Americans what the Cross was for 
the Emperor Constantine: In hoc signo vincas. It set the pace for an 
impressively swift and thorough conquest of a new environment and of 
world leadership. The American has been a machine-intoxicated man. 
The love affair (it has been nothing less) betw r een the Americans and 
their Big Technology has been fateful, for it has joined the impersonal 
power of the machine to the dynamism of the American character. As 
by some tropism of the spirit the Americans have followed out the 
logic of technology all the way. The w'orld has seen civilizations based 
on diverse principles: on beauty and an equipoise of living, on other¬ 
worldliness and the reality of the supernatural, on close personal al¬ 
legiance, on military prowess, on ascetic control of the self. But in each 
case the principle was embodied in the life and outlook of an elite 
group. Never before has the motive principle of a civilization spread so 
pervasively through all strata of its population, changing the lives of its 
ordinary people. 

Veblen’s ironic argument on the "merits of borrowing” (in Imperial 
Germany and the Industrial Revolution) is now familiar: that England, 
where the Industrial Revolution was first given scope, paid the "penalty 
for taking the lead” by falling behind in the later industrial race, and 
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that the borrowing countries—America, Germany, Japan, RussA—forged 
ahead because they started on a higher technological level, without the 
cluttering bric-a-brac of customs and vested interests which Britain had 
developed. Toynbee, an Englishman himself, rtjefully approaches the 
same problem in terms of “hosts” and “parasites,” quoting J. B. S. 
Haldane's "A step in evolution in any animal group is followed by an 
evolutionary advance on the part of their parasites.” (A Study of His¬ 
tory, Vol. IV, p. Yet one cannot fail to notice that aside from the 
Americans the other “parasites” or "borrowers,” whatever they be called, 
do not make the same effective use of their borrowings or hosts; and that 
the Germans, the Japanese, even the Russians still seem technologically 
like blight and enterprising younger brothers of the Americans, trying 
hard to catch up with his skills. There is more complexity in the machine 
achievement of America than is dreamed of in the philosophy of Veblen 
and Toynbee. 

What I have said above about the social climate that favored the de¬ 
velopment of the borrowed science in America applies even more to 
the flowering of the borrowed seeds of tethnology. The resources, the 
separating ocean which at first spurred self-sufficiency and then served 
as a carrier of commerce, the lack of institutional hindrances, the 
tinkering skill of the craftsmen arid the organizing skill of the man¬ 
agers, the lure of profit, the growing population and matkels, the 
Promethean sense throughout of the mastery of a continent: it was in 
the frame of these influences that the Big Technology came into its em¬ 
pire in America. 

This technological flowering came early in America’s industrial revo¬ 
lution, so that even before the Civil War the movement of America 
toward industrial pre-eminence was already recognized in Europe: the 
testimony of Adam Smith and Malthus was that the American living 
standard even in their day w'as higher than the European for the con¬ 
sumption levels of the comparable classes. While the financial leader¬ 
ship of Britain was to continue until the turn of the century there was 
little doubt about where the industrial pre-eminence belonged. Not the 
least of the factors spurring America on this path was, as Ray Ginger 
has pointed out, the scarcity and mobility of American labor. Since labor 
was scarce, wages high, and the turnover great, an industry like Ameri¬ 
can textiles had to introduce labor-saving devices rapidly and avail 
itself of what labor it could get, including unskilled female operators 
for the looms. It was a case of labor necessity mothering technical in¬ 
vention. 

More than anything else, this pace of technological change is what 
gives America its revolutionary character today. It is jidle to talk of a 
second or a third Industrial Revolution in America. The changes in 
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production and motive power, in transport and communications, on 
the farm and in the city, in the air and on the ground and under the 
ground, have been so unremitting as to merit somewhat Trotsky's 
phrase, the “Permanent Revolution," which by a bold twist the editors 
of Fortune applied to the American technical and social scene. While 
the phrase is ripped out of its context of class meaning that Trotsky had 
intended, the vaguer idea of a continuing dynamism with far-reaching 
consequences still makes sense. The technological advance, through war 
and peace, through prosperity and slump, has been so constant as to 
become an element ol the surrounding American atmosphere, easily 
taken for granted. The American is scarcely aware of the changes in the 
physical conditions of his living almost day to day; he takes a longer 
measurement of it by the span of generations when he compares his 
grandfather's daily life with his own, and that in turn with the life his 
grandchildren will live. 

There have been brilliant American inventors, from the colonial 
craftsmen and the Yankee toolmakers, through Eli Whitney and Samuel 
Morse and Charles Goodyear, Thomas Edison and the Wright Brothers, 
to Lee De Forest, Leo Baekeland, and Vladimir Zworykin. Yet the nature 
of the Big Technology cannot be understood in terms of the drama of 
the inventions; nor even in terms of the billions of energy units which 
the horsepower school of American technological greatness is fond of 
citing. For the transformations of power are only one phase of the 
characteristic pattern of American technology. 

Item two is the use of precision machine tools, which have made 
possible the mass production not only of commodities but of machines 
themselves, Iteih three: the principle of interchangeable parts which 
allow the machine not only to be assembled but to be repaired with 
standardized ease. Item four: the "assembly line” or “belt line" method 
of processing an operation, first applied to iron and steel in the earlier 
foundries and to meat slaughtering in Cincinnati and Chicago, and then 
made famous by Ford in automobile manufacture. This has been mod¬ 
ernized into a system of “continuous assembly,” with conveyor belts 
and fork trucks both to feed the parts to the assembly line itself and 
also to take the finished product away;*and with the whole factory laid 
out around the central assembly line, as around the heart arteries. Item 
five; the related principle ol “automation,” as applied to the process in¬ 
dustries, especially to America’s newest and greatest industrial segment, 
the chemical industries, in the form of the “continuous-flow” operation 
in chemical plants. In 1952 an entire napalm plant in Ohio required 
only four operators per shift, thus "missing too per cent automadcity by 
a hair,” as a recent article on "The Factory of the Future” put it. Item 
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six: the vacuum tube principle, which carries the automatic machine to 
its furthest reach in the "robot machines”: already developed in the elec¬ 
tronic calculators and the magnetic tape recorders, and likely to go 
much further in making the assembly line automatic and in revolution¬ 
izing not only the factory but the office as well. 

Obviously not all of this is American. The development of precision 
machine tools is largely British, the use of power sources comes from 
the common Western technology, and some of the elements of the con¬ 
tinuous-flow process were contributed by the German chemical indus¬ 
tries. The roots of the whole mass-production process go back several 
centuries to the beginnings of the Industrial Revolution in Europe. 
American technology is the logical fulfillment of them. 

One element the Americans have emphasized is the over all prin¬ 
ciple that organizes all the technical elements—what used to be called 
"scientific management” and is still called the "managerial function.” 
This has led to a high degree of resourcefulness and flexibility in both 
process and product, and the imaginative use of a technology that was 
available to all. Out of it has come an emphasis that would be im¬ 
possible except where the principle of industrial organization is cen¬ 
tral: the focusing on productivity per man hour. This has become for 
Americans the measure and common denominator of all forms of tech¬ 
nical progress. The strides in productivity were what amazed the Eu¬ 
ropeans most in the American production record: and when under the 
E.C.A. the Europeans expressed a desire to know more about the meth¬ 
ods of American technology, they were asked by Paul Hoffman to send 
"productivity teams” to visit American factories and study their meth¬ 
ods. This emphasis on a rising productivity has helped give Americans 
the self-confident ilan which Nietzsche saw as a possible by-product of 
modern technology, and which accounts for much of the optimism and 
bounce in their character. 

But where the Americans hold their foremost position most securely 
is in the machine skills. Whether they be those of scientist, inventor, 
machine-maker, engineer, factory planner and manager, or skilled 
worker, it is the skills that count most in a technology. In the abstrac¬ 
tion of the "machine” we tend to forget that machines are created by 
human beings, organized and run by them. American technology is the 
collective possession, as it is the collective creation, of the American com¬ 
munity. Individual inventors have been responsible for specific addi¬ 
tions to the sum total of knowledge, tinkering, and experiment, but in 
every case they have stood on the shoulders of all their predecessors. 
Giedion, in his masterly summary of Western (especially American) 
technology, Mechanization Takes Command (1948)^ calls his book 
"anonymous history”—the story of what has been created by thousands 
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of men whose names have in many cases been lost. This includes also 
the additional thousands whose ingeniously contrived ideas and gadgets 
never found practical use and are gathering dust in the files of the 
Patent Office, yet left some mark, on the successful ones that follow 
them. 

Today the task of the American inventor has become harder. If he is a 
lone wolf he must find a laboratory to work in, the capital to make his 
invention “practical" and “marketable," the factory to produce it, and 
the sales organization to sell it. The days are over when a couple of 
bicycle fixers called Wilbur and Orville Wright got some pointers for 
the wing design of their plane by watching the flight of birds and then 
built a foot-square windbox for a couple of dollars to test the wings 
for the flight across the sand dunes of Kitty Hawk. Plane designers today 
need a wind tunnel costing millions, capable of testing the stresses on 
planes under conditions of super sonic speed. Many inventions today are 
therefore the product of corporate employees w r orking in corporate 
laboratories with corporate research funds, seeking new processes and 
products that can be subjected to corporate mass-production methods 
and marketed under a corporate patent monopoly by corporate dis¬ 
tributive mechanisms to a vast mass market for corporate profit, with 
the inventor getting sometimes only his employee pay, and sometimes 
a small royalty payment added. 

Americans call these collective skills underlying their technology, as 
they call technology itself, by the expressive word know-how. More and 
more there has been a transfer of this know-how from the many work¬ 
ers who used to tend the machines to the many machines that now need 
ever fewer workers to tend them. The crucial technological skills are 
now located in a small elite group of engineers and technicians who de¬ 
sign the machines and lay out the continuous-process operations, and 
who know what to do when the machines break down. They are in the 
highest demand in industry, and every year the graduates of profes¬ 
sional engineering schools are eagerly grabbed up by the corporations. 
The ultimate goal of this process is, of course, the Aldous Huxley night¬ 
mare of an auto factory or chemical plant with no worker on the as¬ 
sembly line, directed only by other, machines which direct and feed 
themselves and need only taping by man’s hand to set them on their 
course. The goal of complete automation may never be reached but it 
is always being approached more closely. 

This process has not, as expected, resulted in the much mooted 
“technological unemployment." There have been two other results. One 
is the steady shifting of workers from the unskilled (the earth-lifting ma¬ 
chines have almost wholly done away with the pick-and-shovel man) to 
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the semiskilled, and from the semiskilled in turn to the skilled and 
highly skilled, or the technicians. Since the latter group remains small, 
the second result has been a further shift of workers out of the indus¬ 
trial occupations themselves into the merchandizing, distributive, and 
white-collar groups of the corporations, the professions, and the gov¬ 
ernment and Army bureaucracies. 

Thus by an ironic twist of history the American industrial mass civili¬ 
zation which seemed about to conscript the whole population into 
machine occupations is actually becoming something very different. It 
is emerging as a civilization with small specialized industrial groups, 
with a growing population of machines and a dwindling population of 
machine tenders, and with an ever laiger portion of the population in 
nonindustrial (what Veblen used to call "pecuniary”) occupations. Thus 
the reliance of industry on the workers is growing less, and its teliance 
on the machines themselves is growing greater. 

As a consequence the competitive strategy of corporations is also 
shifting. It is less important now to keep wages down than to use the 
new machines in increasing productivity per man hour. And it is less 
important to be near a supply of cheap laboi power than it is to have 
control of a patent tool, either to keep one’s competitors at a disadvan¬ 
tage or to control the use of the patents by them and to collect royalties 
for their use. The Big Technology made the strategy of patent control 
the crucial strategy of American business; hut it did not wipe out the 
fact that patent tools and patent rights themselves have little meaning 
except as broken off segments of the collective heritage of community 
know-how'. 

Given these changes, and the changing patterns of work in America 
(which I shall discuss in the next section), there is a problem which has 
baffled students of American society, especially those who come to if. 
from the experience of European history Here (they argue) is a working 
population cut off from the soil, severed from its tools and from the idea 
of work as craft anti calling; why docs it not become the victim of revo¬ 
lutionary movements and demagogues? Granted that the unique condi¬ 
tions of American history have played hob with the idea of a self-con¬ 
scious revolutionary proletariat, why has not America retraversed the 
experience of the Roman Empire, whose landless, rootless, tool-less pop¬ 
ulation was used by adventurist leaders? Or the similar experience of 
Hitler’s Germany? 

Behind these questions there is the running theme of alienation and 
its political effects, which has been emphasized in the literature of So¬ 
cialism and psychiatry from Marx to Erich Fromm.' Most Americans, 
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especially the industrial and white-collar classes, have been alienated 
from some crucial life experiences-from the soil, from independent en 
terprise, from the ownership of tools, from the sense of craft and the 
dignity of work, from the feeling of relation to the total product. One 
might expect this to turn the American int <5 the “formless” man whom 
Nietzsche dreaded and whose emergence in the modern machine world 
Ortega y Gasset has described, and thus into easy material for either 
revolutionary or reactionary adventurers. 

The catch is in the failuie to see that men uprooted from one kind of 
social and institutional soil can become rooted in another. The loss of 
some of the old life values may allot t the long-range survival of the cul¬ 
ture, but what rounts lor the cohesion of a culture in the generations 
immediately ahead is whether people have (or think they have) what 
their culture has taught them to value. While the American has been 
alienated.by the machine from his old role as independent farmer-arti¬ 
san entrepreneur, his culture still has a strong hold on him. The loss of 
a sense of independence in the productive processes has been replaced 
by a feeling of well-being in consumption and living standards. The 
pull of property, no longer in tools or productive land but in consumers' 
goods; the sense of pow r er and pleasure in the means of sight and sound 
and movement placed at his disposal by the communications revolution; 
the glorying in what makes the world of drama and entertainment ac¬ 
cessible; the whole range of popular culture; the feeling of access to 
new gradients of income and experience: these form the new soil in 
which the American has found new roots. 

The values of income, consumption, status, and popular culture are 
a different set of values from those of soil and craft and small-scale pro¬ 
ductive property, and in that sense the whole ground tone of American 
civilization has changed under the Big Technology. Bui the point is that 
in their own way they ate values, not emptiness or formlessness. Even 
more strikingly, it is the Big Technology that lias raised living standards, 
created leisure, carried through the communications revolution, and set 
the conditions for the new popular culture. That is to say. it is the ma¬ 
chine itself that has cut American industrial, white-collar, and profes¬ 
sional workets away fiorn the machine and has transferred their interest 
and life energies from the making of ghods to the making of money with 
which to buy and enjoy the goods. 

In this sense Big Technology has been a conservative rather than a 
revolutionary political force. This runs counter to Veblen’s classic theory 
that the "instinct of workmanship" has been left in the trusteeship of 
the industrial workers and engineers, and that the unremitting "disci¬ 
pline of the machine process" is bound to undercut the "price system," 
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whose values are at variance both with technology and the instinct of 
workmanship. Veblen worked out his thesis with an impressive and 
subtle detail. He even took account of the suction force of “leisure-class” 
(capitalist and consumption) values on the “underlying population,” 
whiie contending that it is more than counterbalanced by the daily con¬ 
tact with the material and tangible and the daily submission to precision 
techniques. He read into the machine process, however, a psychological 
potency for inducing political skepticism which it does not seem to 
possess. Russia was industrialized under a Communist regime and Japan 
under a militarist one, yet in neither case did the introduction of Big 
Technology shape minds prepared to question the bases of authoritari¬ 
anism. America was industrialized under capitalism, but the minds of 
the machine workers have been more concerned with their place in capi¬ 
talist production and their share of capitalist distribution than with 
questioning the power and glory of the system which carried industrial¬ 
ism through. 

In fact, under every system of power it is not the industrial or white- 
collar worker—subject to precision techniques or engineering or calculat¬ 
ing techniques—who questions the basis of power but the intellectual 
dealing in ideas, values, and other intangibles. The machine process 
tends to make the mind more conseivative by limiting the sense of per¬ 
sonal reliance and the play of the imagination. To the worker accus¬ 
tomed to the tangibles of the machine, the intellectual who deals with 
ideas seems “up in the air" and therefore dangerous. The machine 
tender is likely to seek only relaxation from the machine's rigors and a 
larger share of the enjoyment which the machine’s products place within 
his reach. 

The sense of craftsmanship that was spread widely through the whole 
of the earlier agrarian-artisan society has, under the Big Technology, 
been specialized with the group of technicians. From Saint-Simon in 
nineteenth-century France to Veblen and James Burnham in twentieth- 
century America, students have written about the technicians (“engi¬ 
neers,” "managers”) as the carriers of social transformations. There was 
a brief moment during the Great Depression when the technocracy 
movement seemed to promise or threaten a social system run by what 
Veblen had called a "soviet of engineers,” in terms of energy (ergs) 
rather than prices, profits, and wages. But technocracy, with its hopes 
and fears, was only a spluttering brief candle. Of more long-range im¬ 
portance is the "managerial revolution” which has brought about in 
every industrialized society a reshuffling of class lin^s and a shift of 
power. In America it would be farfetched to say thaf the technicians 
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have taken power, but they have come to represent a fairly well-defined 
group with some marks of an elite.* 

The technicians feel themselves the creators and guardians of the 
community’s productive skills. Once the men who made the products 
had this sense of guardianship. Now it is the men who design and make 
the machines and machine tools, lay out the factories, and plan the in¬ 
dustrial and plant operations. It is this monopoly of skills and sense of 
guardianship rather than any special status or power that give them the 
character of an elite. 

I speak here, in the first instance, of the industrial technicians, but 
for some purposes we may stretch the category of “technician” and bring 
in the organisers and managers from other areas as well. There are prob¬ 
lems of definition and analysis here which have sometimes led to con¬ 
fusion. When Burnham talked of the “managerial revolution,” he in¬ 
cluded those who deal with people as w r ell as those who deal with things, 
but the two are worth separating. In industry, for example, there are the 
engineers who deal with machines and production, and the executives 
who deal with people. Both groups may be called technicians and both 
may be called managers. But as technicians their skills are different, 
since one group is technically skilled in designing or directing the actual 
processes ot production, while the other group is technically skilled in 
the business aspects of the corporation; as managers, one group is skilled 
in manipulating Nature and ro ordinating the tangible processes that 
result in making goods, while the other organizes the intangibles and 
manipulates men and their minds. 

Both groups are integral to American life today, but while one has 
developed in the shadow of Big Technology, the other has developed in 
the shadow of the corporate empires. The two differ also in power terms. 
An “engineer” or "technician" usually holds an intermediate place ir\ 
the corporate hierarchy, while the “managers” or “executives” are on 
the top rungs. When C. Wright Mills speaks of the “power elite" he in¬ 
cludes the “chief executives” but omits the engineers and technicians. 
This illustrates a tendency on the part of some American observers, fol¬ 
lowing Vehlcn, to stress the manipulative and power aspects of the new 
managerial groups, while they underplay their technical aspects. You 
can, of course, squeeze a good deal of tfony out of the paradox that the 
fop men in industry actually know relatively little about the technical 

* l am here pumarily concerned with the technician as engined, who deals with 
things and materials. Foi the technician as businessman or “chief executive” of a 
corporation, see Ch V, especially Sec. s, "The Rise and Decline of the Tuan,” ami Sec. 
3 , “The Corporate Empires.” For a further discussion of politkal technicians, see Ch. 
VI, Sec. 4 , “ The Party System and the Voter,” and Sec. 6 , 'The Governmental Man¬ 
agers," and for the military technicians, see Ch. XII, Sec. 4 , "Landscape with Soldiers.” 
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processes of production and get paid mainly for manipulating and co¬ 
ordinating men. They can therefore shift almost at will from one indus¬ 
try to another—from autos to cigarettes to electronics—and they become 
thereby the truly mobile men ot American society. 

Yet this should serve as a clue to what I am myself stressing here—the 
central neutrality of the technician (whether engineer, manager, or ex¬ 
ecutive), in the sense of his dissociation from passion, commitment, or 
value other than his own skill in execution. The very fact that an execu¬ 
tive can shift, without a break in his career, from cracker-making to 
radio-making is a sign of this neutrality. Equally a sign of it is the fact 
that since the executives don’t own the business they manage, the 
profits and losses and risks are not their own. To be sure, they possess 
power and relish it, but even their power may be called a neutral one: 
it is a disembodied power that can be linked now with one enterprise, 
now with another. Not only the engineers but the executives as well thus 
have a kind of neutrality, in the sense of seeing themselves as executors 
of interests and purposes not their own. They have not taken over the 
governing functions, nor is there any sign that they want to or can. Thev 
have concentrated on the fact of their skills rather than on the uses to 
which their skills are put. The question of the cm bono the technician 
regards as beyond his own competence. With his training in specializa¬ 
tion and the division of labor, he is the more inclined to leave the values 
of politics to the politician, war to the general, beauty to the artist, and 
religion and morals to the preacher. 

The role of the Neutral Technician thus casts its shadow over the 
whole present era. It becomes the Great Withdrawal, or—as Erich Kahler 
puts it—a kind of nihilism of values along with an exaltation of tech¬ 
niques. “What is the job you want done,” asks the technician, "and I'll 
do it.” Many worriers about American life have worried about commer¬ 
cialism in art and literature and thought, but often what seems a sell-out 
for money is as likely to he surrender to the technician's sense of neu¬ 
trality: the feeling that the technique carries its own ethic with it and 
that the use of technics is not to be judged by a system of ethics out¬ 
side it. 

One can speak of the varieties of technical experience in America. 
They have obscured the fact of a unity of outlook which cuts across 
them, whose core is the overriding sense of technical assurance and 
neutrality. The engineers, corporate managers, government administra¬ 
tors and civil servants, scientists, Army officers, lawyers, writers for the 
movies and the radio, ad writers, public-relations men:^however diverse 
they may be in other respects, they are all there to do a job whose shape 
and purposes are determined by others. Thus the Federal government 
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workers are required by the Hatch Act to refrain from any political ac¬ 
tivity: America has gone much further than Britain, for example, in 
making political eunuchs of its civil service. A similar neutrality is com¬ 
ing to be expected of the growing centers of transport and communica¬ 
tion. In the case of policemen, for example, even the right to join unions 
has been challenged. In the case of the military services the doctrine of 
neutrality is of great moment, since the swelling of military forces and 
of the war segment of the economy has given the officer class more power 
than ever in American history. 

The episode of the dismissal of General MacArthur in 1951 illuminated 
the crisis of technical neutrality. On the one hand, the principle of ci¬ 
vilian control of the militaiy had been challenged by a great soldier in 
an important area of policy. On the other hand, much of MacArthur’s 
popular support came from the implicit belief in the technical division 
of labor: since MacArthur was a general (it was reasoned) he ought to 
know about war and peace; therefore President Truman's effort to con¬ 
trol him was civilian meddling. Which is to say, again, that the technic 
carries its own ethic. 

The situation of the scientists sets them apart from the other techni¬ 
cians. Given their freedom to work, American scientists have paid little 
heed to what is done socially with their discoveries. Scientific detach¬ 
ment, which began as a shield against entangling alliances that might 
hamper the single minded concentration on scientific work, became an 
isolating barrier. Objectivity became quietism and withdrawal, disinter¬ 
estedness turned into uninterestedness, scientific, method into social 
apathy. The scientists' pride of specialization buttressed the wall he had 
built between what was being fashioned in the realm of science and 
what was happening in the "unscientific” realm of human relations. 

It took the atom bomb to shatter that wall and jolt American scien¬ 
tists into a sense of responsibility about the new world they had been so 
instrumental in shaping. Perhaps nothing short of the vision of atomic 
death—"the good news of damnation”—could have had such an effect. 
The American physicists became men who have known sin and cannot 
erase the memory. The sense of shock and guilt led some to turn theii 
emphasis to the life sciences, led others into the cause of "world govern¬ 
ment,” still others to a group vigil for civilian control of atomic energy 
and for the maintenance of an open society in the face of the "security" 
demands of the new war weapons. Almost alone among the technicians, 
the scientists grappled with the ethical consequences of technics. 

A study by Meier of the political attitudes of scientists (in the Bulletin 
of Atomic Scientists) showed the engineers tending on the whole toward 
conservatism, the chemists toward the middle of the road, and the physic 
cists toward the liberal and radical. Allowing for the vagueness of the* 



238 


THE CULTURE OF SCIENCE AND THE MACHINE# 


political terms, the study is worth noting. It suggests that where science 
approaches most closely to the applied sciences (mainly engineering, 
since chemistry is borderline) the neutral role of the technician asserts 
itself; but with theoretical science, especially in physics, the scientist asks 
questions about the uses to which his work is put. For the work of 
theoretical science is not a reflection of the machines: it precedes them. 
It is work involving a high degree of imaginativeness and severe logic. 
Like other men of ideas, the scientists are not content, with Hamlet, "to 
eat the air, promise-crammed.” Science and technology are revolutionary 
only in the sense that they have extended the realm of the socially pos¬ 
sible to keep pace—although always at some remove—with the sense of 
the technically possible. 

But turning back to the technicians, what makes their place in Ameiit a 
so contradictory is that, despite the stretching of social possibility by 
technology itself, the technicians for the most part remain a guild of 
neutral artificers. They have brought a universe of living standards and 
popular culture within reach of a population from whose choices and 
dilemmas they have cut themselves off. 


4. Work and the Automatic Factory 

In few respects has American culture been as radically transformed as 
in the relation of the machine to the industrial process, and of the 
worker to the machine and the job. One thinks back to Emerson’s “the 
office of America is to liberate” and wonders how the assembly line fits 
into this office, and whether those who tend the machines and whose 
work is set to their pace have been liberated. 

Many of the generalizations about work, as about other aspects of life 
in the Old Society of Jefferson and Jackson, and even of Lincoln and 
Bryan, are no longer true in the New Society. The greatest change has 
come about in the "gospel of woik." Except for the ante-bellum South 
there were no Greek notions in America of work as a badge of dishonor, 
something belonging to a lower caste while the elite cultivates the mind 
or the graces of living. Freshly wrested from the frontier wilderness, the 
American land was a living reminder of the relation between work and 
survival; and as America grew in wealth it was a reminder also of the 
relation of work to its immediate rewards. 

And to ultimate rewards also, for the religious spirit of America’s 
Protestant sects reinforced the practical reasons for work by bringing 
God's reasons to bear as well. The American bourgeois^ spirit, which 
existed in its purest form where economic man met religious man, re¬ 
garded idleness as sinful and the way of work as the good way. "Work 
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. . . while it is day," said Jesus to his disciples. “For the night cometh, 
when no man can work.” The American moralists found other ways ol 
saying this, but the utilitarian reasons were strongly buttressed by reli¬ 
gious sanctions. In the whole calendar of economic virtues, from Frank¬ 
lin's Poor Richard and Samuel Smiles and Richard Parton to Andrew 
Carnegie and Henry van Dyke, work was the primal source of all the 
others. Even the rich who did not have to work felt uneasy when they 
did not, and a life of complete leisure was more likely to be regarded at 
parasitism in the context of the Puritan tradition than anywhere else in 
the capitalist world. The great folk myths of America too, which ex¬ 
pressed the proletarian spirit as Poor Richaid expressed the bourgeois 
spirit-the stories of Paul Bunyan and Mike Fink, of Casey Jones and 
John Henry—are myths of mighty workers and their work prowess. 

But as the myth has it, John Henry broke his heart when he tried to 
compete with the monstrous strength of the steam crane. I take this as an 
allegory of the dehumanizing of work in consequence of Big Technology. 

The gospel of hard work took long to die. There has been no Ameri¬ 
can chronicler of the “condition of the working classes" to equal Engels 
or the Hammonds for the condition of the English. But it is clear that 
Blake's “dark, Satanic mills” do not apply to the factory experience of 
America, where labor was scarce, technical innovation moved fast, and 
“scientific management” had an early start. The American factories in 
the early nineteenth century were very different from their European 
counterparts; the early factory owners tried to avoid the excesses of the 
English and the European experience, including long hours, child labor, 
poor pay, and scabrous working and living conditions. Eli Whitney’s 
factories were relatively comfortable places, with decent housing pro¬ 
vided for the workers in the vicinity. The Lowell mills were models of 
comfort, and the girls who came to work in them were draw’n to the 
work in preference to the less interesting and more menial jobs of do¬ 
mestic work and teaching. A few years’ work at Lowell provided a young 
girl of good family with money enough so that she could bring a re¬ 
spectable dowry and a dignified background to her prospective husband. 
The idea behind the early American factories, as Mitchell Wilson has 
pointed out, was that the American worker was a dignified human be¬ 
ing entitled to decent treatment. - * 

The panic of 1837 changed the picture, driving many millowners and 
manufacturers to the wall and giving them a reason for treating the 
workers in a more exploitative way. The new' tides of immigration, by 
providing a large labor force whose living standards were lower, made 
the situation worse. Toward the end of the century there were “sweat¬ 
shops" in American garment manufacture, there was child labor, and 
until 1923 there was a seventy-two-hour week in the steel industry. Yet 
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despite these changes the old Protestant-bourgeois work ethic died in 
America for other reasons than applied to the dirty, crowded factories 
and the long, exhausting hours ot the English Industrial Revolution. 

One might say that the old work ethic died because the work became 
dehumanized and joyless, but this would miss the fact that joylessness in 
itself might sttengthen the Puritan work ethic, making work an end in 
itself. What did happen was that, with the giowth oi the big corpora¬ 
tion, work became depersonalized; and with the change in the immi¬ 
grant experience and composition, hard work became associated with 
the foreign-born, the Ncgtoes, the illiterates, and the underlying social 
stiata. The atmosphere of the Big Money and the knowledge that so 
much of the income comes by way of what the workers consider ‘‘easy 
rackets,” all conspired to sttip work of its incentives. In the thinking 
both of the corporate employers and the trade union members work 
came to be expressed mainly in money terms. It was cut od from a sense 
of creativencss and lost much of its dignity and meaning. The idea of 
the dignity of work died not in the “dark, Satanic mills” but in the well- 
lighted, ingeniously laid out, scientifically organized assembly-line 
plants, and in the spacious headeprarters and offices of the gteat Ameri¬ 
can corporations. What has replaced it on the employers’ side is the 
ethic of efficiency and profit and on the workers’ side the ethic of se¬ 
curity and success. 

There is a triple process of transformation that has taken place in the 
American work pattern. 'The symbol of one phase was ihe white-collar 
worker; the removal of woik, for an ever growing section of those “gain¬ 
fully employed,” from industrial operations themselves to the stock- 
room, the fileroom, the office pool, the salesroom, the promotion and 
advertising office. This was part of the more general bureaucratization 
of economic life. The functional split in the work patterns carried with 
it a psychological split as w'ell, with the white-collar worker clinging to 
his sense of differentiated status and of superiority to the industrial 
worker. The second phase of the change .was the assembly line, which 
came to dominate an ever-larger segment of what workers were still left 
in contact with the industrial processes themselves. The assembly Hue 
arose because of the need for connecting isolated machines and workers: 
this need was precisely the point at which industry became bureaucra¬ 
tized. The outcry against the assembly line misses the fact that a bu¬ 
reaucracy is the natural and necessary outgrowth of modern technology. 
The third, applying to those who still worked at the stationary ma¬ 
chines and were the "machine tenders” proper, was monotony and 
anonymity, the carrying of the process of subdividing industrial opera¬ 
tions so far that the worker became himself almost an interchangeable 
part in a factory world of interchangeable parts. 



WORK AND THE AUTOMATIC FACTORY 241 

White-collar work, assembly-line work, anonymity: these were the 
new work patterns which transformed the American work attitudes. 

The mechanical skill and curiosity of American workers have contin¬ 
ued unabated. In a nation of tinkerers, the American youngster as he 
grows up delights in taking apart and putting together whatever ma¬ 
chines and motors he can lay his hands on. The drive to understand 
how and why machines work is the impulse behind much of the Amer¬ 
ican talent for technology. It was this impulse that furnished much of 
the incentive tor the early toolmakers and inventors. Nor has homo 
fahcr died out in America, whether in the small factory, the school ma¬ 
chine shop, or the home basement woikshop. But these are residual 
areas in which the old sense ot craftsmanship still finds scope. It is not 
applied as fervently to work done for impersonal corporations and in¬ 
visible employeis with whom the worker has no direct relation. 

Life on "the job” tends to be a joyless life, squeezed dry of any zest 
in work. On most jobs the frame of the day is set by the time clock. 
On the assembly line especially, as in the auto factory, time is the mas¬ 
ter. A worker who cannot keep pace with the speed at which the line 
is moving disarranges the whole process and throws the work of every¬ 
one else out of gear. He is enclosed in a space out of which he can 
move only by invading the working space of his neighboring worker. 
Hour after hour he uses the same muscles in the same motions at the 
same operations. Armed with his pow r er tools for setting the parts in 
place and tightening them, he is himself a machine using a machine for 
assembling another machine. The tensions on his nervous system are 
great, but while he must concentrate on his work he does not become 
absorbed with it, since neither his creative faculties nor his imagination 
are caught. 

The crux of craftsmanship is the satisfaction of seeing the relation 
between the hard and monotonous detailed work and the form and 
quality of the finished product. This means understanding how the 
details are put together: even though the craltsman may work at only 
one segment, he must see and understand the organization and plan¬ 
ning of the whole. The American worker gets little chance at this. Not 
only does he work at only a fragment, about which he cares little, of 
a whole he rarely secs: he also is cut off from any participation in the 
planning. It was therefore (as Roger Burlingame has pointed out) en¬ 
tirely characteristic that—except for a few top scientists—those who 
w'orked on the atom bomb project should have been unaware of its 
nature. This was, to a heightened degree of deliberate secrecy, the logi¬ 
cal expression of the anonymous place the worker has in the industrial 
process even when no secrecy is intended. The worker, who had been 
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torn away from the American land by Big Technology and from the 
ownership of his tools by large-scale capitalism, has now been torn also 
from his total product and denied a chance to build his personality 
around the processes at which he works. The idealized profile of the 
worker in the dithyrambic book by Ernst Junger, Der Arbeiter (1932), 
which made so great a stir in a Germany on the brink of National So¬ 
cialism, was a portrait of the modern type-figure of power who is at 
once planner and creator and is impelled by a mystical demiurge to the 
shaping of the future world. This would strike no chord in the men 
who work and live in Detroit or Duluth, or in the "industrial triangle" 
between New York, Chicago, and St. Louis. 

There is little in the American industrial or white-collar worker 
either of Ruskin’s medieval craftsman or Jiinger’s romantic proletarian 
demiurge. His life on the job is flat and two-dimensional, contained 
between the wage system and the price system. As a consequence of 
having himself been made a means rather than an end in the work 
relation he has in turn made his job a means rather than an end. 

This has happened even while the American corporate managers have 
been paying considerable attention to the worker and his morale. Where 
England’s contribution to the arts of management was the factory system 
itself, and Germany’s was the early introduction of social legislation, 
America's managerial genius showed itself in "scientific management" 
and "human relations in industry.” From Frederick W. Taylor’s early 
time-and-motion studies to the most recent work of Elton Mayo the 
aim has been a double one: to keep the worker cheerful and happy (sci¬ 
entific managers speak of workers' "morale”—a term otherwise reserved 
for the wartime mood of soldiers and civilians) and at the same time 
to get the highest productivity per man hour out of the worker-machine 
combination. 

The earlier scientific managers tended to think of the factory mainly 
as a physical arena for efficiency operations. Their layout of plants and 
their organization of line-and-staff functions, departmentalizing, unit 
size of operations, and even the fatigue factors of the job were master¬ 
pieces of forethought. But the later managers noted anxiously that 
workers were sullen, resisting the best-intentioned managerial layouts 
and reorganizations, and that—for all the ingenuity spent in keeping 
them happy—they had no basic interest in their work. The emphasis 
therefore shifted from the factory as a managerial arena to the factory 
as a society. 

An American factory is more complex than appears on the surface. 
What seems a single assembly line contains a whole network *of sub- 
assemblies, conveyer belts, and unloading and loading systems. And 
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what seems a uniform group of workers is a society made up of sub¬ 
groups, income and power hierarchies, status clusters. True, the job 
has been separated from the bar, the ball game, and the TV set, and 
once the worker is off the job he turns to what will recreate and re¬ 
charge him. Yet almost half of his waking hours are spent on the job. 
The factory is thus, next to the family group, the most constant society 
that Americans know during the major part of their adult years. Here 
friendships are formed and maintained, here a man’s endurance is 
measured against others. Here he seeks and gets his sense of prestige 
and status, here his rivalries are centered and his hopes or heartbreal 
over merit and promotion. Each man stands here in some kind of rela¬ 
tion to an authority over him (foreman, inspector, department head, 
plant superintendent, owner-boss) and in many cases to subordinates 
or apprentices under him. The prestige divisions of the world outside 
the factory—between ethnic and religious groups, between native and 
foreign-born, between skilled and unskilled, educated and illiterate- 
find here their mirror and expressions. 

Thus the Big Technology has gone beyond techniques and has be¬ 
come a principle of social order. The earlier idea, as Roethlisberger 
puts it, was that "all you have to do is produce, and human problems 
will take care of themselves.” But the personnel managers and their 
bosses had to learn to reckon with the factory as a society. Through 
pamphlets and promotion material, through special courses, through 
social events organized for both the rank and file and the executives, 
they tried to link the personality of the worker with the corporation. 
They even reached back into the high schools, distributing literature 
and films to prepare the potential employee for identifying himself 
with the company. 

How hungry some of the workers are for this kind of recognition of 
their human quality is shown by the work of Roethlisberger and Dick¬ 
son in the Hawthorne experiments, under the guidance of Elton Mayo. 
In an effort to isolate the factors affecting productivity he kept shifting 
one factor after another, only to find a progressive increase of produc¬ 
tivity with each shift. One conclusion has been that the workers—semi¬ 
skilled and white-collar girls—worked better because the interest shown 
by the investigators in their jobs and them gave them a renewed sense 
of the importance of both. Yet the problem was not so simple. In one 
of the Hawthorne studies—that of the bank wiring room—there was the 
same condition of the observer and his interest in the work, yet there 
was no increase in productivity. Mayo himself did not seem to have 
resolved this paradox, but Conrad Arensberg and others have suggested 
an explanation. The bank wiring room operated inside the ordinary 
channels of supervision and management; on the other hand, the girls 
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in the test room, as part of the experimental procedure, helped make 
the decisions about their own working conditions. 

If this key is the valid one* it has far-reaching implications. As long 
as the worker is treated as a physical object, as only a factor in produc¬ 
tion, the efforts to give him recognition and status will be futile. 'T rue, 
he reacts positively to the Hawthorne type of expeiiment, which deeply 
affected American personnel work. But eventually the feeling of being 
noticed peters out, ami what was once special recognition becomes the 
expected and routine treatment. This is why wage-incentive and profit- 
sharing plans work only up to a certain point. Before long the incentive 
situation becomes the expected situation. In the end the worker must 
find recognition and status in his own feeling about the woik he does, 
and if the work is trivial and he has no hand in setting it he will never 
feel that he has any dignity in it. That was the importance of the bank 
wiring study since it showed that what the worker wants is not (like 
a spoiled child) only some attention but the chance of a mature per¬ 
son to make his own decisions and set the frame of his work. 

The sympathetic interest in the worker may in the end seem only 
synthetic to him, because the primary relation on the job is a wage- 
and-profit relation. Hence the "industrial-welfare offensive" always ton 
tends with the suspicion that the corporation is using its welfare plans 
as a dollars-and-cents device and not as a social end. A number of ob¬ 
servers have written skeptically of the “harmony-ol-interests” premise 
underlying the corporate "welfare offensive,” whether in the form of 
employee representation plans or shops’ councils, company unions or 
corporate insurance plans; and the response of many unions to the 
growing shift from "practical" to “sophisticated” conservatism on the part 
of the corporate employes has also been skeptical. Yet many unions arc 
going along with the trend, for the simple reason that it makes sense 
to the workers in human terms, as well as in dollars and cents. The 
“welfare corporation” is emerging as a natural corollary of the “wel¬ 
fare state.” It must be noted, however, that whether the union’s atti¬ 
tude is sympathetic or militant, whether the premise is class harmony 
or class conflict, both flow from the transformation of the work relation 
and the alienation of the worker from his job. 

Men are lined up in the closed world of the factory as items in cost 
accounting, along with the machine and materials, the plant, and the 
distributing mechanism. Rarely is the worker used to the hilt of his 
capacity; it is in the failure to give him scope for his full abilities that 
the tragic failure of Big Technology comes. Even when the corporate 
job gives him a chance to develop or use responsibility, the worker is 

* There is still considerable doubt about this. For a brilliant s$dy of the whole 
problem, see Daniel Bell, Work and Its Discontent ( 1956 ). 
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unlikely to seek it. Sensing that the crucial decisions about his work are 
made by others, he feels no responsibility and little creativeness in it. 
As for the trade-unions, even when they have fought militantly for 
workers' rights, they have interpreted those rights narrowly, as claims 
to a larger share of the income from the product. The crucial fact 
about a job has become the money payment, and the jobs are meas¬ 
ured against one another almost wholly in terms of money rather than 
of satisfaction or craftsmanship in the work. The top-level people in 
the trade-unions tend to concentrate on the big economic issues, leaving 
the problems of human relations to be worked out on the floor of the 
plant by the local representatives. On that immediate level there have 
been, as William F. Whyte has pointed out, a number of situations in 
which management and the union officers have succeeded in finding 
substitute satisfaction for the lost sense of craftsmanship. Again this 
has happened mainly where the worker has been drawn into some of 
the decisions on the technical, economic, and social problems of the 
plant. 

In the absence of such efforts the idea of work tends to become on 
both sides the idea of a job—that is to say, a dollar relation rather than 
a human relation. The worker knows that when his responses are not 
as alert or his stamina as great, he will be discarded, with pension pro¬ 
visions if he is lucky, but that with or without them he will feel use¬ 
less. If he is a Negro there will be a limited market for his ability or 
training. The decline from the idea of "work” to the idea of a "job" 
measures the falling away from the work pattern of everything except 
the pecuniary factor. 

The job idea is an important one for Americans. In one sense it 
means any technical task to be finished and disposed of: war, a politi¬ 
cal campaign, a book to be read or written, a household chore, a gang¬ 
ster’s assignment. A good executive in any area disposes of people with 
dispatch and then sweeps both his desk and his mind clear of encum¬ 
brances. The periods of unemployment, when for millions there were 
no jobs to be had, gave an added febrile value to “the job”; but it was 
a value deriving not from a sense of the fitness of the work but from 
the fear of having none at all. The job becomes mainly an earthwork 
thrown up against insecurity. The primary necessity is that the job 
continuity should not be broken; the primary question is the amount 
of take-home pay. The continuity of the pay envelope is the pay-off. 

While the amount of pay and the degree of security are the primary 
questions about the job, they are not the only ones. Elmo Roper adds 
from his polling experience four other elements that count for the 
workers: whether the job overworks them, whether merit is rewarded, 
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whether there is a chance for advancement, and whether they find the 
job "interesting.” It is worth noting that all except the last can be 
translated into terms of burden and pay, even the reward of merit and 
the chance for advancement. The results of Roper’s polling of a cross- 
section of Americans on their attitudes toward their jobs show two 
out of three (64.7 per cent) finding them "really interesting," the rest 
either lukewarm or apathetic. However vague the question, it is worth 
noting that men were more satisfied than women, whites more than 
Negroes, city workers more than those in small towns and on farms, pro¬ 
fessional and executive people more than wage-earners, and the pros¬ 
perous (87.2 per cent) more than the poor (48 per cent). 

It is not so much that the Americans are (as Mills would have it) 
"cheerful robots," as that they live in a twilight world between a sense 
of loss and a sense of resigned acceptance. The acceptance emerges 
clearly from the Roper figures, provided we note that it diminishes as 
the job decreases in pay and status. The sense of loss is not so clear. 
Two out of three (62 per cent) felt that they were neither "ideally” 
nor “miserably” adjusted to their job and company, but felt split or 
apathetic about it. When asked whether, in starting their working life 
over again, they would choose a different trade or occupation, 57 per 
cent answered that they would, and only one out of three (31 per cent) 
that they would choose the same. Just possibly this may be an expres¬ 
sion of dynamism, but more likely it is an indictment of the work life 
Americans have. Many felt their mistake had been made in not get¬ 
ting enough education in their youth. Many also felt certain that their 
sons would do better than they did—again the dual expression of dyna¬ 
mism and a sense of loss. 

To be sure, one must be wary of taking these figures at their face 
value. Many workers may say they are dissatisfied with their jobs be¬ 
cause they are supposed to be dissatisfied: that is the self-image they 
have. The fact that they don’t change their jobs more often, in a rela¬ 
tively fluid labor market, may be the effective commentary on their sup¬ 
posed dissatisfaction. There are frequent complaints from management 
that it cannot find enough workers with skill, interest, and curiosity to 
fill the needed foremen’s jobs. There is also the fact that many workers 
prefer repetitive and monotonous jobs exactly because they are un¬ 
demanding and do not stretch them too much. But this lack of initia¬ 
tive on the part of the worker may itself be the most damning of evi¬ 
dence of the deterioration of the whole work relation which I have 
described. 

“Where your treasure is, there will your heart be too/' To those who 
complain that American workers do not have their hdfcrts in their jobs, 
one may suggest that they do not feel the treasure of their creativeness 
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to be there. It is only in wartime that the American worker is asked 
to devote himself and his work to a larger goal than individual gain 
and profit. The old question of nonpecuniary incentives is raised 
sharply where the psychic drives of people have been split away from 
their work lives. The talent for organising that Americans have shown, 
the time sense and the sense of timing, the ability to break a job into 
small parts and reassemble them into a working whole, the feeling for 
effective structure shown in the distributive mechanism, add up in the 
end to a manipulativeness of the spirit. They are an expense of genius 
(for the collective managerial talent of America is nothing less) in the 
pursuit of ends that rarely get below the surface of the personality. 
With all the vaunted organization of the plant and office, what is left 
out is a feeling of growth and fulfillment for those involved. Whether 
Americans are happy and expressive, and to what extent, are moot 
points. But what is not moot is the fact that they pursue their happi¬ 
ness and get their expressiveness principally away from their jobs. 

In the case of a minority there is a powerful impulse for advance¬ 
ment which pushes them to hard work, often to extra work beyond the 
call of the job: but the aim here is success, not growth and development. 
But for most the work on the job is so monotonous that they arc in¬ 
capable of generating the extra energy or imagination on the job which 
form part of the great American work myth. It is in this sense that a 
technological system so magnificent at producing and distributing com¬ 
modities runs the danger of flattening out the men themselves. 

How much of all this has been changed by “automation,” which is 
the latest and perhaps the culminating phase of the American techno¬ 
logical revolution? The essence of automation is the replacement of the 
worker who operates the machine by the machine that operates ma¬ 
chinery During the earlier phases of the continuing revolution the ele¬ 
ments of production were broken down and assigned to machines that 
had to be regulated and controlled by workers. In the case of automa¬ 
tion the productive system has developed built-in mechanisms of regu¬ 
lation and control. Its ultimate goal is the almost workerless factory, 
office, and salesroom. The characteristic of the old machine was its 
repetitive capacity: raw materials were fed into it while it repeated the 
same operation endlessly, but it hacf to be overseen and its products 
had to be assembled. What is fed into the automatic machine is not 
raw material but information. The machine then operates by the prin¬ 
ciple of feedback, and the results are communicated to the entire proc 
ess, whether it be the generation of electric power, or the mixing of 
chemicals, or the making of synthetic fertilizers, soaps, and detergents, 
or the numberless uses of telecommunication. 
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Since the principle involved is similar to the mechanism of the hu¬ 
man nervous system and even of the human brain, these machines have 
been spoken of as “thinking” machines, and some commentators have 
been moved to suggest that the machine can now replace the human 
brain, while the brain is little more than a machine. Such an approach 
misses the difference between machinery and the human spirit, between 
the brain itself and what the brain contrives in order to rid itself of 
routine burdens, and it is therefore itself a symptom of the age of 
automation. What concerns us here, however, is not so much the fallacy 
that the machine can duplicate man, but the fact that the new ma¬ 
chinery is coming to function without the men and women who used to 
watch over the operation of the old machines. 

The old Malthusian fear—that there would be a surplus of popula¬ 
tion over the available food supplies (and therefore jobs)—has been 
replaced by an anxiety about whether there will be enough jobs (and 
therefore food supplies) to go around when the machines have taken 
over the empire of industry. In the mid-tgjos America was still explor¬ 
ing the answer to this problem. But in essence it was no different a 
problem from the one that had faced Americans throughout their tech¬ 
nological revolutions. There had always been anxiety about the dis¬ 
placement of men by machines, and in the end the machines had always 
created new jobs by broadening the scope of the industrial process, 
by creating new' income and new consumer demands, and by shifting 
the emphasis to distributive, social welfaie, and leisure-time services. 
The consequences of automation were likely to be of the same sort, 
but to a higher degree. Americans would need a large number of tech¬ 
nicians to plan, make, and drive the machines. They would need fewer 
workers in industrial production and more in meeting the leisure needs 
that would flow from the reduced working day. The economy was shift¬ 
ing from one organized around the use of natural resources and human 
labor to an economy organized around the use of time and the access 
of more people to what the culture offered. 

As another consequence of automation, Americans are looking for¬ 
ward to the end of drudgery-on-the-job. The trivial tasks are being 
turned over wholly to the machines, without the need for the strained 
pace-setting of the assembly line and the attention it required. What 
remains are what Adam Abruzzi calls the “distinguished” as against 
the 'undistinguished” jobs—the planning for what the new machines 
will do, the study of the situations in which they are likely to break 
down, the imaginative and the contemplative challenge of thinking out 
the total design for work and leisure of which the machines form a part. 
An era was opening in which the worker might again 4 *-»ve restored to 
him his skill and responsibility, and the control of his working pace. 
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The dogma that idleness is somehow a sin was part of an age that is 
passing. An age of automatic machines would put a premium on lei¬ 
sure in which the mind would not be idle. 

This has already transformed America into a nation of amateurs. If 
one phase of the work revolution was summed up in “automation,” 
another was expressed in the phrase "do-it-yourself.” Nourished by the 
fact of the vanishing domestic servant and of skyrocketing costs, "do- 
it-yourself’ was primarily an effort to recapture in the leisure hours 
the sense of the wholeness of a piece of work that had been lost in the 
plant and office when work was transformed into the “job.” The same 
worker who hurried away from his plant because his job offered few 
psychic satisfactions was likely to spend hours tinkering with carpen¬ 
try, adding an attic to his house, or painting a canvas, putting into his 
amateur work the emotional energy he could not express on his job. 
Here he could see the relation between the initial idea and the finished 
product; here he could follow his own pace and be his own boss. With¬ 
out intending it Americans found that they were swinging back at 
home to the kind of work relation that had been lost somewhere in 
the course of building up a factory system and the job-wage nexus. 

America found itself in the mid-1950s with three streams of tendency 
in relation to work: a factory system which was still the heart of indus¬ 
trialism but was losing its workers and being run by machines; a grow¬ 
ing working population of engineers and of nonindustrial technicians, 
with an ever greater role for education in the further changes of the 
productive process; and a trend toward do-it-yourself amateurism which 
helped to fill the void left in work-hungry hum^n beings by the de¬ 
humanizing of the “job.” 


5 . The Wilderness of Commodities 

The world of the consumer which results from American work and 
technology is one of profusion and variety. The consumer lives in a 
wilderness of commodities whose impact on the minds of Americans 
themselves, as on that of the world, is one of richness. American living 
standards are the boast of politiciansItnd editorial writers and the tar¬ 
get of sermons, and during the Cold War they were a main reliance in 
American psychological warfare against Communist systems. "No ordi¬ 
nary Russian,” Bruce Barton told a convention of salesmen, “ever sus¬ 
pected such a wealth of wonderful and desirable objects exists any¬ 
where in the world as the Sears, Roebuck catalogue presents.” On a 
more academic level David Riesman ironically told (in “The Nylon 
War”) how the hold of the Russian rulers was broken by a military 
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campaign of bombarding them with millions of pairs of nylon stock¬ 
ings and other items from the American cornucopia. For the ordinary 
American the belief in the idea of progress is reinforced by the visible 
sign of his rising living standards. Adapting a phrase of Toynbee’s, one 
might call this the “idolization of ephemeral enjoyments.” The popu¬ 
lar literature and culture celebrate not technology or even business and 
the making of money but the grandeurs and miseries of a consumer’s 
civilization. America seems strikingly to illustrate Sorokin’s category of 
the “scnsate culture.” 

This has led to an indictment of Americans as “materialists,” which 
has generally been accepted by both Americans and foreigners, by the 
intellectuals as well as the preacheis. Recently some of the intellectuals 
have begun to question the indictment. “The virtue of American civili¬ 
zation,” Mary McCarthy has ventured, "is that it is unmaierialistic. It 
is true that America produces and consumes more cars, more soap and 
bathtubs, than any other nation, but we live among these objects rather 
than by them.” 

In getting at the truth about American “materialism," we may ask 
what arc the dominant gods in the heaven of the American as consumer? 

First, there is comfort. Waldo Frank described it as "the violent lust 
for ease” on the part of the American pioneer, and it is true that after 
the rigors of American settlement there was an effort to cushion the 
rudeness of the physical environment. The pioneer had a rough life; his 
descendants wanted comfort—in home and travel, in hotels, cars, and 
planes, at the clubs, in visiting and entertainment. The Puritan made 
the inner ascesis of spirit tangible by outer denials; his descendants want 
neither the outer nor inner denials. Yet the persisting malaise of spirit 
remains, whether due to the American situation or the human condi¬ 
tion. The more comfortless the American feels, the more he seeks to pile 
up physical comforts. 

Next to the godliness of comfort, there is cleanliness. Giedion has 
noted how many of the American mechanical improvements have been 
concerned with the bathroom. The American household has a whole 
cleansing hierarchy, with chemical and mechanical aids to constant do¬ 
mestic and personal cleanliness. Every part and pore of the body has its 
special cleanser/disinfectant, deodorant. The most frightening surmise 
in the world of the fear advertisements is that you may be afflicted with 
the odor about which “your best friend won't tell you.” Perhaps all this 
came from an effort to shut out the sights and smells of industrialism, 
perhaps from the desire to dissociate oneself from the indicia of manual 
labor. Some who have been struck by the constant bathing^of the Ameri¬ 
can-female and male alike—have even suggested that there is a relation 
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between the obsession with cleansing and some collective and Puritani¬ 
cal sense of guilt. Whatever the sources, the fact is there. 

Peeling away ihe layers of meaning in American "materialism" one 
comes next to novelty: the sheer delight in a gadget-cluttered environ¬ 
ment, with new devices and new models constantly replacing earlier 
ones. The American acknowledges with a wry humor that the latest 
models of cars, refrigerators and bathroom fixtures, of fashions in clothes 
and books and ideas, do not necessarily serve the life purposes better 
than the previous models: yet he seems driven by a compulsion to re¬ 
place them. There is, to be sure, a nostalgic affection for the days of the 
Stanley Steamer and other early automobile models, but with the nos¬ 
talgia of yesterday there is the sense of the superiority of today. 

There is, on the other hand, nothing whimsical about the American 
attitude toward service. It is the lagniappe of the bargain the American 
consumer makes with his machine culture, the "extra” thrown in. To 
get service in buying a dress, or gas for your car, or a meal in a restau¬ 
rant, is to feel that your personality is recognized. To be sure, the fact is 
that service in crowded American restaurants or on trains and planes or 
at airports is often wretched: in an era of approaching automation the 
extra touch of concern for human sensibility may seem archaic. Yet it is 
exactly this function of service—as a survival of pre-machine standards in 
a machine age, a footnote attesting to the graces of the past—that makes 
it still important to the American consumer. 

The comfortable, the convenient, the clean, the polished and glitter¬ 
ing, the ingenious, the novel, the extra bit of service: these form some 
of the ingredients of the American "materialism.” And the most marked 
ingredient of all, containing and encompassing all the rest, is the over¬ 
whelming measure of American consumer abundance. 

It is as wide of the mark to deride this as "a Coca-Cola civilization” as 
it is to use the standard N.A.M. argument that this plenitude of prod¬ 
ucts and gadgets is proof of America’s having found the key to a good 
life. Actually there is a grotesque disproportion about the national 
values which is revealed by the direction of American spending. More is 
spent on cosmetics, tobacco, liquor, than on public education. The 
health services are relatively starved, the serious arts are sometimes 
neglected. And for one American family out of four or five, life is still 
a rat race of worry, work, and scrimping. 

It remains true, however, that there are more good things available to 
a higher proportion of Americans than in any other society. This is not 
a matter of piglike, sensuous reveling in material things. The long-estab¬ 
lished image of America as a kind of golden sty is a stereotype with more 
envy and ignorance than truth. The vast array of available commodities 
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has become an American way of living, but it does not follow that 
Americans are more likely than others to confuse living standards with 
life values, or mistake good things for the good life. Many Americans— 
like many other human beings—do live by things as well as among them. 
But many others know that, like the machine, the shopwindow crowded 
with glittering items carries no ethic with it. It does not become an end 
in itself except for the impoverished of spirit, who are to be found in 
any civilization. What is true in America is that they find it easier to dis¬ 
guise their impoverished spirit behind the gaudy raiments of a con¬ 
sumer's plenty. 

A more marked element in the American situation is the drive toward 
competitive consumption. The “folklore of capitalism” has it that pro¬ 
duction in America is competitive and that living is co-operative. It is 
truer to say that competition is being crowded out of production and 
that its real area is now in consumption. The drive to “keep up with 
the Joneses”—or with the fashion magazines, the TV heroes and hero¬ 
ines, the movie colony, the advertising slogans-has been an undoubted 
spur to consumption and living standards for all daises unparalleled in 
history. Veblen made much of it in his satiric description of "conspicu¬ 
ous consumption" and "pecuniary emulation,” yet he underestimated 
the inner drive of expanding consumption that did not depend on emu¬ 
lation but drew upon the pervasive hunger for commodities and mate¬ 
rial satisfactions. Erich Fromm analyzed the competitive strains in the 
“marketing orientation” of the personality under capitalism, but his 
emphasis on the "alienation” that resulted from it missed the point that 
Americans find a kind of wholeness in their living standard as a substi¬ 
tute for what they once found on the land. Riesman described the 
“other-directed” emphasis of the emerging American character, where 
less depends on what you are or even on what you enjoy than on what 
others think of you; but he was more interested in the impact of the 
popular culture than of consumption upon the national character. 
David Potter supplied the latter emphasis in his People of Plenty, where 
he traced the effects of consumer abundance and especially of advertis¬ 
ing on the American personality. 

On one level, competitive consumption is simply a phase of the Faust¬ 
ian sense of power which has shown itself throughout American his¬ 
tory. To strive for the biggest city population, the highes* office build¬ 
ing, the largest football stadium, the most successful charily drive, the 
biggest national magazine circulation, the longest theater run, the most 
staggering book sales, is characteristic of a culture still existing in the 
illusion of the illimitable. For the consumer it shows itself in the steadily 
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enlarging dream which has brought life's necessities within the scope of 
most people and has made one luxury after another a necessity. 

What class is the carrier of this expanding dream? Again Veblen serves 
as a useful measure of the distance that American living has traveled in 
the past half century. In his Theory of the Leisure Class, Veblen saw 
turn-of-the-century America as the climactic expression, under modern 
capitalist forms, of the values which were given shape by the old feudal 
aristocracies and which spread down to the masses. It is true that the 
emphasis on prowess may be found in a money culture as well as in a 
feudal one, and that the consumer stereotypes which Americans seek to 
copy were originally those of the elite. Yet this again misses at least half 
the point, which is that American living standards and mass produced 
commodities have leveled many of the class differences. The car of the 
wealthy man may be a Cadillac or Chrysler, but the Oldsmobile or 
Plymouth or Ford of the middle and working classes may look almost as 
glittering and may be equally chromium-adorned. The rich woman has 
more dresses and more expensive ones than the suburban housewife or 
the secretary, but their taste is probably as good as hers. They get their 
styles from the same fashion magazines and often they look every bit as 
chic. The carrier of the consumer’s dream in America is as much the 
middle class as the monied class or aristocracy. 

The aristocracy is there—a monied aiistocracy whose sons make power 
and whose daughters make glamour a way of life; and there is in it a 
luminous and magnetic force to which, as to a moon, the tides of Ameri¬ 
can living standards respond. But the tides themselves are mainly 
middle-class tides. "Society,” in the sense the term had in the days of the 
great mansions and the early big fortunes, no longer exists in America. 
The old "society" lias merged with “cafe society" and the “expense- 
account aristocracy” and has been muted by a prevailing informality of 
manners, clothes, and taste. The new informality of suburban clothes is 
not unlike the informality of Hollywood and Palm Beach. What was not 
clear to Veblen and his emulators was that the new American power 
groups who took over the forms of past aristocracies filled them with 
values of their own—middle-class values; that the dog beneath the skin 
of the aristocratic hound was a middle-class dog; and that the copiers, 
however fumbling their progress in taste, were no less momentous an 
emergence in the history of civilization than the models had been in 
their day.* 

The most striking fact about American consumption is that it is domi¬ 
nated less by a class (even the middle class) than by the tastes, fantasies, 

• For a further discussion of "Society,” see Ch. VII, Sec. *, “The Seats of the Mighty,” 
and for fashions In consumption, see Ch. IX, Sec. ), “Manners, Taste, and Fashion.” 
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and standards of the American woman. In American folk history the 
pioneer woman is the heroine of the sagas of frontier endurance; but as 
embodied for example in Beret, Per Hansa’s wife in Rolvaag’s Giants in 
the Earth, she is also the softening cultural influence in a harsh new en¬ 
vironment, the link between the European amenities and the rough life 
of the frontier. In the America that emerged from its frontier phase into 
industrial wealth and power you could always find a female counterpart 
to the masculine spirit of capitalist expansion. One thinks of Undine 
Spragg in Edith Wharton’s Custom of the Country who, as she listened 
to Elmer Moffatt tell of his business intrigues, with his 

epic recital of plot and counterplot . . . hung, a new Desdemona, on his 
conflict with the anthropophagi. It was of no consequence that the details 
and the technicalities escaped her: she knew their meaningless syllables 
stood for success, and what that meant was as clear as day to her. Every 
Wall Street term had its equivalent in the language of Fifth Avenue, and 
while he talked of building up railways she was building up palaces, and 
picturing all the multiple lives she would live in them. To have things had 
always seemed to her the first essential of existence, and as she listened to 
him the vision of the things she could have unrolled itself before her like 
the long triumph of the Asiatic conqueror. 

Or one thinks of a later heroine, the American girl in Fitzgerald’s 
Tender Is the Night: 

Nicole was the product of much ingenuity and toil. For her sake trains 
began their run at Chicago and traversed the round belly of the continent/ 
to California; chicle factories fumed and link belts grew link by link in 
factories; men mixed toothpaste in vats and drew mouthwash out of 
copper hogsheads; girls canned tomatoes quickly in August or worked rudely 
at the Five-and-Tens on Christmas Eve; half-breed Indians toiled on Bra¬ 
zilian coffee plantations and dreamers were muscled out of patent rights in 
new tractors—these were some of the people who gave a tithe to Nicole, and 
as the whole system swayed and thundered onward it lent a feverish bloom 
to such processes of hers as wholesale buying, like the flush of a fireman’s 
face holding his own before a spreading blaze. 

It is the middle-class woman and her teen-age daughter, especially in 
the suburbs, who are America’s type consumers. To them the advertising 
men pay homage, for them all the blandishments of salesmanship are 
unrolled. It is their urge to respectability and their dreams of glamour, 
their psychic yearnings and fulfillments, that make the machines run. To 
speak of the American male dressing his wife and daughter with con¬ 
spicuous extravagance is to omit woman’s independent^economic will 
and her autonomous dreams. To speak of his hiring servants to show his * 
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means and prowess is to forget that the domestic servant is a rapidly dis¬ 
appearing feature of the American landscape. 

It would be untrue to say that the American woman’s role in the cul¬ 
ture is wholly that of the lilies of the field who toil not, yet are arrayed 
in glory. The middle-class woman was a household drudge before the 
“kitchen revolution,” and the woman worker is still a factory operative 
or an office worker. The machine, which lightened the burdens of the 
one, shut the second up to work under often dreary conditions. But it 
also brought new levels of social experience and personal expressiveness 
within the reach of both, while it dangled tantali/ingly before their vi¬ 
sion still further levels that seemed always close and yet were out of 
reach. The American woman’s creative role as consumer is a phase of her 
larger role as the organi/er and transmitter of the culture.* Jt is she 
who decides what the house will look like, what everyone will wear (in¬ 
cluding her husband), what schools the children will attend, what books 
will be bought. 

That is why some paths have to be cleared for her through the wilder¬ 
ness of commodities, and consumer reporting has become in a double 
sense a necessity of the American economy: on one level it guides the 
consumer through the maze of offerings, amidst the pitfalls of brand 
names, quality, durability, and value; on another level the corporation 
needs research on available markets and on the probable desires and 
responses of the buyer. Here the consumer is the target, as she is indeed 
the target of all the talent and ingenuity spent on merchandizing, pack¬ 
aging, and advertising the product. American technological skills, which 
have solved the problem of production by the automatic machines, are 
driving ever closer in the effort through advertising to make the con¬ 
sumer an automaton also, conditioned to give the right response to the 
right stimulus or slogan. Hence the cold manipulativeness of “motiva¬ 
tional research,” which seeks to lay bare the unconscious drives to which 
the packager and advertiser of the commodity can appeal. The cynical 
quality of this effort is attested by the number of novels and movies 
about Madison Avenue—the center of the advertising profession—and 
the moral recoil of bright, young advertising men from the dehumaniz¬ 
ing task of “the hucksters.” 

Critics of American life have shed many tears for the powerlessness of 
the consumer and the formlessness of his outlook. It is true that, meas¬ 
ured against the gigantism of corporate or trade-union power, the con¬ 
sumer is a puny figure. The effort to organize consumers into co-opera¬ 
tives has been less successful in America than in Europe. As a political 
pressure group the consumers are almost nonexistent, as would be clear 

* For a further discussion of this, see Ch. VIII, Sec. 6, "The Ordeal of the Americau 
Woman.” 
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from the history of any Congressional price-control measure. Btif viewed 
as a shaping force in the economy and the society as a whole, the con¬ 
sumer is far from negligible. It is still he—or she—who channels the pro¬ 
ductive energies and shapes much of the taste of America. 

The guidance of consumer choice underscores the jungle character of 
the Great Market of American commodities, created by Big Technology. 
But the more important feature of the wilderness of commodities is not 
its tracklessness but its luxuriant growth and abundance, and the way in 
which living standards and consumer habits have been shaped in its 
image. 

Every phase of American consumer habits is oriented to the national 
market. Standardized products are nationally produced, nationally dis¬ 
tributed, and nationally advertised, and to the superficial eye they seem 
to play an important role in holding the national together. The Ameri¬ 
can as a consumer is the target of more concentrated attention than in 
any other phase of his personality. There are, I have said, groups ol 
hardworking experts in “motivational research" and “consumer depth 
research" whose job is to fathom “consumer psychology" so as to over¬ 
come “consumer resistance” and create “consumer demand.” Americans 
are continually told that “the consumer is king" and that he holds the 
“golden key” to unlock the riddle of prosperity or depression for the 
entire economy. In fact, there is a school of American economic ob¬ 
servers who go so far as to say that it is the Great Market rathet than the 
Big Technology which is the heart of the economy, and that the "un¬ 
seemly economics of opulence” (as Galbraith puts it) have provided a 
margin for error in economic policy and a solvent for social strains The 
fiction is that consumers operate in herd fashion. Actually they repre¬ 
sent hundreds of millions of individual decisions which comprise the 
Great Market, but among that multitude of decisions the experts are 
always on the lookout for buying trends and consumer propensities. 

Certainly, once the capacity to produce a spate of commodities is 
given, the crucial question is whether they can be sold. From this angle 
of vision the consumer is central: he is more than a target; or at least he 
is a highly mobile and nervous one, and therefore a highly incalculable 
one. He tries to balance his expected income, his probable taxes, his sav¬ 
ings (which he either has or plans for), the prices and price trends, the 
desirability of the available goods, and the certainty or uncertainty of 
the national future and his own individual one. At the end he reaches a 
result that could not be arrived at mechanically even by the most com¬ 
plex feeding of “information” into “feedback" electronic calculators. On 
any particular commodity or new style a shrewdly geared advertising 
and selling campaign may be able to win the consumer ov$r. But in his 
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behavior as a whole he remains incalculable—in theory the delight of 
the eulogists of the system, in practice their despair. 

But if we look at them not in short-run but in long-run terms there 
are generalizations one can make about American living standards and 
consumption habits. It is clear that standardized products have made 
conspicuous consumption more difficult than in the past. It is also clear 
that mass production for a national market has spread to what w r ere 
formerly luxury items, giving a burnished glitter to the whole realm of 
consumption. The spread of high-school and even college education, the 
war experiences of American soldiers in European countries, the new 
habits of tourism of the middle classes, and the extreme development 
and resourcefulness of the advertising arts have all contributed to nar¬ 
rowing the gap between the classes in their consumer habits. Marx's pre¬ 
diction that under capitalism the living standards of the industrial 
workers would fall and keep falling has been turned on its head in 
America. The industrial worker, as well as the middle-class self-em¬ 
ployed person or the professional, consumes at so high a rate that he has 
become absorbed with the rest in the Great Market. 

In a study for the National Bureau of Economic Research, Frederick 
C. Mills has come up with some figures which show that the national 
product (everything produced and sold during a year) was five times as 
high in the decade of the 1940s as that of the 1890s, while population 
doubled. Of this national product, after subtracting what was needed 
for customary consumer standards and for replacement of capital goods, 
the rest (the margin above maintenance) amounted in the decade of the 
1940s to $558 billion, of which $285 billion went into increased con¬ 
sumption, and the rest into war goods and increased capital equipment. 
Thus the Americans were adding to their living standards even more 
than they added to their capital equipment and fed into the great maw 
of war. Another way of putting this is that there have been annual in¬ 
creases of real income in America averaging almost 2 per cent a year 
since 1870, and that more than half of these incieases have gone into 
added consumption. 

One might conclude, after this gleaming history of ever-higher con¬ 
sumption figures, that the American consumer would be approaching 
the satiation point. Thus far it has not happened. There is still a reced¬ 
ing horizon for the felt needs and desires of potential purchasers. They 
are always seeing new things they want and thinking of new things to 
buy, One may say rather fliply that this is a testimony to the effects of 
high-pressure advertising and salesmanship but this is to pay more 
homage to these highly developed arts than they can rightly claim. 
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Neither advertising nor salesmanship can sell what the potential pur¬ 
chaser is not prepared to be convinced about. The fact is that the 
American as a consumer of goods and services has not yet had his hunger 
sated, and that even when comparative satiation is approached at one 
end of the income scale, new classes and new income groups are brought 
into the Great Market from the other end of the scale. 

There is little question that the American personality has had to pay 
a heavy toll for the advertising now lavished on material goods, not only 
in standardized habits of consumption but also in < onformist habits of 
thought. When the ears and mind are continually besieged by hypnotic 
repetitive slogans, it is impossible that there should be no residual effect 
upon the responses of the whole personality to repetition and sloganeer¬ 
ing. It is little wonder that serious students of politics have begun to 
speculate about the effect of Madison Avenue on the mind of the voter, 
and serious teachers see in it the seeds of slackness and laziness in the 
thinking of college students. This too is part of the price America has 
had to pay for the Great Technology and the Great Market. 

There are, however, some signs of the approach of what George Soule 
has called "comparative satiety." That is to say, given their present liv¬ 
ing standards but also their hunger for the intangibles of reading, travel, 
and personality development, more and more Americans are now likely 
to choose an increase in leisure time rather than an increase in material 
consumer goods. American workers have already shown that they prefer 
the shorter working week, even when the longer hours would give them 
even higher wages than they get. As one observes the recent American 
"giveaway" shows on TV, one notes that the winners of the big cash 
prizes are at least as interested in "salting away” a big chunk of them 
for future leisure, travel, and enjoyment as they are for spending them 
on material goods. In short, American technology—by making ever- 
higher "living standards”—is now within reach of giving a new meaning 
to the phrase, putting the emphasis increasingly upon greater expressive¬ 
ness of life rather than on material goods. 


6. The Culture of Machine Living 

Any principle that comes to dominate a culture can do so only by mak¬ 
ing itself part of the life processes of the people. This has happened in 
the case of America, and it is one of the reasons we can speak seriously, 
and not as a literary flourish, of the culture of machine living. Siegfried 
Giedion points out that the machine has mechanized such fundamentals 
as the soil (mechanized agriculture), bread (mechanized milling), death 
(assembly-line slaughtering pens and the use of by-products by the big 
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meat packers), and the household (the kitchen revolution, the house¬ 
hold-appliance revolution,, mechanized laundering, and the mechanized 
bathroom). The analysis can be carried further. Mechanization has ex¬ 
tended to transport (boats, trains, autos, busses, trucks, subways, planes), 
to living outside the home (hotels, motels, sleeping cars, “automats”), 
and to the basic phases of the communications revolution (newsprint, 
book publishing, magazines, telephone, telegraph, movies, radio, TV). 

Aside from these arterial forms of American living there is also the 
interminable gadgetry. From the automatic vending machines to the 
automatic gas stations, from the gadgeted car to the gadgeted bed, Amer¬ 
ica has taken on the aspect of a civilization cluttered with artifacts and 
filled with the mechanized bric-a-brac of machine living. The Big Tech¬ 
nology of the mass-production industries is supplemented by the Little 
Technology of everyday living. 

One could draw a gloomy picture of machine living in America and 
depict it as the Moloch swallowing the youth and resilience of American 
manhood. From Butler's Erewhon to Capek’s R.U.R., European think¬ 
ers have seized on the machine as the cancer of modern living. Some 
have even suggested that there is a daimon in Western man, and espe¬ 
cially in the American, that is driving him to the monstrous destruction 
of his instinctual life and indeed of his whole civilization. 

Part of the confusion flows from the failure to distinguish at least 
three phases of the machine culture. One is what I have just described: 
machine living as such, the use of machinery in work and in leisure and 
in the constant accompaniments of the day. The second is cultural 
standardization, aside from the machine, but a standardization that 
flows from machine production. The third is conformism in thought, 
attitude, and action. All three are parts of the empire of the machine but 
at varying removes and with different degrees of danger for the human 
spirit. 

The danger in machine living itself is chiefly the danger of man’s 
arrogance in exulting over the seemingly easy triumphs over Nature 
which he calls ‘'progress,” so that he cuts himself off increasingly from 
the organic processes of life itself. Thus with the soil: the erosion of 
the American earth is not, as some seem to believe, the result of the 
mechanization of agriculture; a farmer can use science and farm tech¬ 
nology to the full, and he need not exhaust or destroy his soil but can 
replenish it, as has been shown in the TVA, which is itself a triumph 
of technology. But the machines have been accompanied by a greed for 
quick results and an irreverence for the soil which are responsible for 
destroying the balance between man and the environment. What is 
true of the soil is true of the household: the mechanized household 
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appliances have not destroyed the home or undermined family life; 
rural electrification has made the farmer's wife less a drudge, and the 
mass production of suburban houses has given the white-collar family 
a better chance than it had for sun and living space. What threatens 
family life is not the “kitchen revolution” or the “housing revolution" 
but the restless malaise of the spirit, of which the machine is more prod¬ 
uct than creator. 

Even in a society remarkable for its self-criticism the major American 
writers have not succumbed to the temptation of making the machine 
into a Devil. Most of the novelists have amply expressed the frustrations 
of American life, and some (Dreiser, Dos Passos, Farrell and Algren 
come to mind) have mirrored in their style the pulse beats of an urban 
mechanized civilization. But except for a few isolated works, like Elmer 
Rice’s Adding Machine and Eugene O’Neill’s Dynamo, the writers have 
refrained from the pathetic fallacy of ascribing the ills of the spirit to 
the diabolism of the machine. The greatest American work on tech¬ 
nology and its consequences—Lewis Mumford’s massive four-volume 
work starting with Man and Technics and ending with The Conduct 
of Life —makes the crucial distinction between what is due to the ma¬ 
chine itself and what is due to the human institutions that guide it and 
determine its uses. 

It is here, moving from machine living to cultural standardization, 
that the picture becomes bleaker. Henry Miller’s phrase for its Ameri¬ 
can form is "the air-conditioned nightmare.” Someone with a satiric 
intent could do a withering take-off on the rituals of American stand¬ 
ardization. 

Most American babies (he might say) are born in standardized hospi¬ 
tals, with a standardized tag put around them to keep them from get¬ 
ting confused with other standardized products of the hospital. Many 
of them grow up either in uniform rows of tenements or of small town 
or suburban houses. They are wheeled about in standard perambulators, 
shiny or shabby as may be, fed from standardized bottles with standard¬ 
ized nipples according to standardized formulas, anti tied up with stand¬ 
ardized diapers. In childhood they are fed standardized breakfast foods 
out of standardized boxes with pictures of standardized heroes on them. 
They are sent to monotonously similar schoolhouses, where almost uni¬ 
formly standardized teachers ladle out to them standardized informa¬ 
tion out of standardized textbooks. They pick up the routine wisdom 
of the streets in standard slang and learn the routine terms which con¬ 
strict the range of their language within dishearteningly narrow limits. 
They wear out standardized shoes playing standardized games, or as 
passive observers they follow through standardized newVftaper accounts 
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or standardized radio and TV programs the highly ritualized antics of 
grown-up professionals playing the same games. They devour in mil¬ 
lions of uniform pulp comic books the prowess of standardized super¬ 
men. 

As they grow older they dance to canned music from canned juke 
boxes, millions of them putting standard coins into standard slots to 
get standardized tunes sung by voices with standardized inflections of 
emotion. They date with standardized girls in standardized cars. They 
see automatons thrown on millions of the same movie and TV screens, 
watching stereotyped love scenes adapted from made-to-order stories 
in standardized magazines. 

They spend the days of their years with monotonous regularity in 
factory, office, and shop, performing routinized operations at regular 
intervals. They take time out for standardized "coffee breaks" and later 
a quick standardized lunch, come home at night to eat processed or 
canned food, and read syndicated columns and comic strips. Dressed in 
standardized clothes they attend standardized club meetings, church 
services, and socials. They have standardized fun at standardized big- 
city conventions. They are drafted into standardized armies, and if they 
escape the death of mechanized warfare they die of highly uniform dis¬ 
eases, and to the accompaniment of routine platitudes they are buried 
in standardized graves and celebrated by standardized obituary notices. 

Caricature? Yes, perhaps a crude one, but with a core of frightening 
validity in it. Every society has its routines and rituals, the primitive 
groups being sometimes more tyrannously restricted by convention than 
the industrial societies. The difference is that 'where the primitive is 
bound by the rituals of tradition and group life, the American is bound 
by the rituals of the machine, its products, and their distribution and 
consumption. 

The role of the machine in this standardized living must be made 
clear. The machine mechanizes life, and since mass production is part 
of Big Technology, the machine also makes uniformity of life possible. 
But it does not compel such uniformity. The American who shaves 
with an electric razor and his wife who buys a standardized "home per¬ 
manent” for her hair do not thereby have to wear a uniformly vacuous 
expression through the day. A newspaper that uses the press association 
wire stories and prints from a highly mechanized set of presses does not 
thereby have to take the same view of the world that every other paper 
takes. A novelist who uses a typewriter instead of a quill pen does not 
have to turn out machine-made historical romances. 

The answer is that some do and some don’t. What the machine and 
the mass-produced commodities have done has been to make conformism 
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easier. To buy and use what everyone else does, and live and think as 
everyone else does, becomes a short cut involving no need for one’s own 
thinking. Those Americans have been captured by conformist living 
who have been capturable by it. 

Cultural stereotypes are an inherent part of all group living, and they 
become sharper with mass living. There have always been unthinking 
people leading formless, atomized lives. What has happened in America 
is that the economics of mass production has put a premium on uni¬ 
formity, so that America produces more units of more commodities (al¬ 
though sometimes of fewer models) than other cultures. American sales¬ 
manship has sought out every potential buyer of a product, so that 
standardization makes its way by the force of the distributive mechanism 
into every lrfe. Yet for the person who has a personality pattern and 
style of his own, standardization need not mean anything more than a 
set of conveniences which leave a larger margin of leisure and greater 
scope for creative living. "That we may be enamored by the negation 
brought by the machine,” as Frank Lloyd Wright has put it, “may be 
inevitable for a time. But I like to imagine this novel negation to be 
only a platform underfoot to enable a greater splendor of life to be 
ours than any known to Greek or Roman, Goth or Moor. We should 
know a life beside which the life they knew would seem not only lim¬ 
ited in scale and narrow in range but pale in richness of the color of 
imagination and integrity of spirit.” 

Which is to say that technology is the shell of American life, but a 
shell that need not hamper or stultify the modes of living and thinking. 
The real dangers of the American mode of life are not in the machine 
or even in standardization as much as they are in conformism. The 
dangers do not flow from the contrivances that men have fashioned to 
lighten their burdens, or from the material abundance which, if any¬ 
thing, should make a richer cultural life possible. They flow rather 
from the mimesis of the dominant and successful by the weak and medi¬ 
ocre, from the intolerance of diversity, and from the fear of being 
thought different from one's fellows. This is the essence of conformism. 

It would be hard to make the connection between technology and 
conformism, unless one argues that men fashion their minds in the im¬ 
age of their surroundings, and that in a society of automatism, human 
beings themselves will become automatons. But this is simply not so. 
What relation there is between technology and conformism is far more 
subtle and less mystical. It is a double relation. On the one hand, as 
Jefferson foresaw, the simpler society of small-scale manufacture did 
not involve concentration of power in a small group, was not vulnerable 
to breakdown, and did not need drastic governmental controls: a so¬ 
ciety of big-scale industry has shown that it does. In that sense the big 
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machines carry with them an imperative toward the directed society, 
which in turn—whether in war or peace—encourages conformism. On 
the second score, as De Tocqueville saw, a society in which there is no 
recognized elite group to serve as the arbiter of morals, thought, and 
style is bound to be a formless one in which the ordinary person seeks 
to heal his insecurity by attuning himself to the “tyranny of opinion" 
—to what others do and say and what they think of him. He is ruled by 
imitation and prestige rather than a sense of his own worth. 

These are dangerous trends, but all of social living is dangerous. The 
notable fact is that in spite of its machines and standardization Amer¬ 
ica has proved on balance less conformist than some other civilizations 
where the new technology has played less of a role. One thinks of the 
totalitarian experience of Italy, of Spain and Portugal, of Germany, of 
Russia and the hast European countries, of Japan, of China. Some, like 
the Germans, the Japanese, and the Russian and Chinese Communists 
ha^e been seized with an admiration for the machine; the others have 
had clerical and feudal traditions, and have lagged in industrial devel¬ 
opment. The totalitarian spirit can come to reside in a culture no mat¬ 
ter what the shell of its technology is. There is no unvarying relation 
between machines and rigidity of living and thinking. 

Americans have, it is true, an idolatry of production and consump¬ 
tion as they have an idolatry of success. But they have not idolized au¬ 
thority or submitted unquestioningly to human or supernatural ora¬ 
cles. They have had their cranks, eccentrics, and anarchists, and they 
still cling to individualism, even when it is being battered hard. It will 
take them some time before they can become “man in equipoise," bal¬ 
ancing what science and the machine can do as against the demands 
of the life processes. But where they have failed, the failure has been 
less that of the machines they have wrought than of the very human 
fears, greeds, and competitive drives that have accompanied the build¬ 
ing of a powerful culture. 

It has been suggested that the American, like the Faustian, made a 
bargain with the Big Technology: a bargain to transform his ways of life 
and thought in the image of the machine, in return for the range of 
power and riches the machine would bring within his reach. It is a 
fine allegory. But truer than the Faustian bargain, with its connotations 
of the sale of one's soul to the Devil,-is the image of Prometheus steal¬ 
ing fire from the gods in order to light a path of progress for men. The 
path is not yet clear, nor the meaning of progress, nor where it is lead¬ 
ing: but the bold intent, the irreverence, and the secular daring have 
all become part of the American experience. 
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appetite for power. The theory behind public relations is {Jiat a cor¬ 
poration is judged not only by the products it turns out but by the 
total impression it leaves on public opinion. "Today’s business for¬ 
mula,” we are told, “is: make a product the public wants . . . and an 
impression the public likes." In a sense, it was the New Deal which 
created the corporate public-relations industry. When Roosevelt spoke 
of "driving the money-changers out of the temple,” he received so im¬ 
pressive a popular backing that the corporations were jolted into look¬ 
ing around for help. They had been driven, they felt, into a gilded 
doghouse. They were determined to get out and never to re-enter. They 
have paid handsomely the “public-relations counsel,” "publicity con¬ 
sultants.” and others who would dry-clean their public wash and give 
them a general valet service so as always to appear in public at 
their best. 

Some of the shrewdest and most imaginative brains of the business 
world have moved into the orbit of this corporate satellite. They help 
write the speeches of the big corporate executives, cushion the impact 
of bad news on the public (as with aviation accidents or disasters in 
the chemical industries), issue public statements for them, see that they 
are on the right public committees, and—most of all—try to get the 
right kind of stories "planted” and the wrong kind excluded from the 
mass-communication media which may represent life or death in the 
race for markets and profits. Their techniques are based on an un¬ 
sentimental assessment of the hidden springs of belief, gullibility, and 
action in men. As an approach not only to business but to the whole 
of life this mentality has come to be known as the "Madison Avenue” 
mind, thus adding another symbolic street to Wall Street in the demon¬ 
ology of business. The skills of public-relations men have been taken 
over into politics, where they are used for the "build-up” of your own 
candidate and the destruction of his opponent. If anyone in America 
today has access to the experience which would enable him to write a 
new grammar of power, reclothing Machiavelli’s Prince in more mod¬ 
ern dress, it is the sophisticated, resourceful, amoral public-relations 
man. 

Sitting at the center, served by these satellite activities, is the corpo¬ 
rate executive himself. What was once a somewhat haphazard set of 
business offices clustering around the executive has now been trans¬ 
formed into a mechanized central office, with hierarchies of secretaries 
and sub-secretaries, with dictaphones and typist pools. In American 
life the industrialization of the office has been only less important than 
the mechanization of the kitchen. But even with new electronic ma¬ 
chines, the sense of movement and stir which make*the job of the cor- 
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porate executive exciting is unlikely to be eliminated by mechanization. 
Sometimes he is in the top ranks of the new middle class, with strong 
links to the owners of big blocks of minority stock; sometimes he is 
himself a member of the new elite. Generally he has come up the lad¬ 
der through service in the sales force or advertising, or less frequently 
as an engineering technician. Chester I. Barnard, himself a manager 
who has written searchingly on his fellow managers, lists the crucial 
qualities of a business executive—in a descending order—as “vitality and 
endurance; decisiveness; persuasiveness; responsibility; and intellectual 
capacity.” 

Much of metropolitan life has been molded by the working day and 
the recreations of the corporate executive: the conservative but well- 
tailored clothes, the long and usually liquid expense-account lunch at 
which “deals” are made, the institution of the cocktail hour at the end 
of a tense day, the gobbledygook of interoffice memoranda, the rise of 
a bureaucratic jargon rivaling that of a governmental bureaucracy, the 
athletic clubs with swimming pools, and squash courts for keeping fit, 
the elaborate layouts and paraphernalia for “businessmen’s golf,” the 
amenities of the club car on the commuters’ trains, the heavy consump 
tion of alcohol as a necessary stimulant, the emphasis in the theatei 
upon musical comedies, the growth of the night club as entertainment 
and as industry. 

This is the "executive life,” as Fortune calls it. It has its costs, in¬ 
cluding the fifty-five- or sixty-hour week, the tension about "decision 
making,” the agonies of promotion and firing, the characteristic execu¬ 
tive diseases of ulcerated colitis, rheumatoid arthritis, asthma, and 
hypertension. It even has a characteristic “executive crack-up,” which 
sometimes comes just after or just before success is achieved, and indi¬ 
cates how saturated with anxieties and conflicts the executive life can 
be. But it also has its triumphs and its sense of achievement, 'l’his, 
more than anything else, is what America has come to stand for in the 
deep secret images of the young Americans. 

6. The Reach of the Business Spirit 

Beyond these central and satellite activities of business the reach of 
the commercial spirit penetrates into every area of American culture. 
The business principle has sometimes been confused with the machine 
principle. The latter is used to dispense with human labor and make 
possible standardized and large-scale production, while the business 
principle focuses on market sale for profit. It puts the making of money 
ahead of other craft and civilization values, gives primacy to the cul- 
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tural and personal traits which lead to that end, and tends Jo apply 
money values even to the human personality. 

America has often been called a business civilization, but the term 
is too sweeping. One cannot say that the business principle is the only 
one operating in American culture. In some areas—religion, education, 
the arts, the family—it exerts only an incipient influence. But even 
where it has not become decisive, there has been a creeping imperialism 
of business over the other domains of life. 

The business principle has given a synthetic cohesion to the far-flung 
diversity of American life. Before the Civil War it could genuinely be 
said that American culture was a loose collection of principalities— 
those of politics, of farming and industry, of religion, of literature and 
art and the press—tied together mainly by a pride of pioneering and a 
sense of the emerging national strength, and some belief in the demo¬ 
cratic idea. The advance of business power and values weakened the 
hold of the democratic idea, while translating both the pioneering 
sense and the nationalist pride into the boom terms of growing indus¬ 
trial power and profit. 

In the realm of politics, the political boss has come to run his do¬ 
main (the “machine”) very much as an industrial boss (businessman 
or corporate manager) runs his. Unifying both of them is the principle 
of organization—the setting up of a regularly functioning structure to 
achieve certain ends. The difference is that where the businessman 
delivers commodities for profit, the politician delivers votes for power. 
An American may speak of belonging to an "organization” and refer 
to being a functionary in either a corporation or a political machine. 
The political “organization” has taken over much of the corporate struc¬ 
ture. It is true that in its origins the party system in America preceded 
business enterprise, and its first brilliant innovator, Aaron Burr, used 
the Army as model. But the new model is the corporation, with the 
voters in the role of the owner-stockholders, the national committee¬ 
men in the role of the corporate directors, and the professional poli¬ 
ticians in the role of the corporate managers, who are in theory the 
trustees and employees of the owners but in fact the decision-makers 
and power-wielders. 

In America, a$ everywhere, politics has been vulnerable to bribery. 
Yet it is a paradox of a business civilization that there has been not¬ 
ably less political corruption in America than in many precapitalist 
societies such as in Asia, the Middle East, and South America, or even 
some of the Latin societies of Europe. Perhaps this is exactly because of 
the importance of business: for those to whom money is all-important 
there are in America (as in no other culture) more direct channels 
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open to the money-making energies than through the circuitous routes 
of the political career and political power. Political corruption is most 
rampant in the cultures where for many men it is the only road to 
wealth and status; in America it is only one of many. 

Yet the business spirit, which directly carries along in its torrential 
course so many of the talents and energies of men into money-making, 
also breaks down some of the moral barriers that had been built into 
the conscience for generations. The big temptation in the era of the 
expanding frontier was land speculation. In the era of an expanding 
capitalism the temptations lie less in speculation than in the sale of 
political influence to businessmen intent on getting some of the Big 
Money, by crucially placed governmental subalterns who don’t see why 
they too should not get their cut. As in the post-Civil War days of 
Grant and Conkling, or the post-World War days of Harding and 
Daugherty, the torrents of fresh business energy which open new op¬ 
portunities for big profits also carry away with them much of the ter¬ 
rain of social conscience. In this sense it is not the periods of business 
decay but the periods of business expansion and vitality which play 
havoc with moral principles, because they fix men’s aims at the attain¬ 
able goals of the Big Money. 

This is true of the sins of commission within business which Edwin 
Sutherland analyzed as a special type of “white-collar crime.” It is also 
true ol its sins of omission. Discussing the failure of the great respect¬ 
able banking firms to warn American investors against the worthless 
German and South American bonds in the ig20$, Herbert Pell wrote, 
“There is not a Morgan partner who would not give a yell to frighten 
ducks off a pond if he saw that they were being approached by a couple 
of fat hunters with pump guns. Apparently they do not extend the 
same protection to gulls.” 

There has been a growing American conviction that there is hidden 
gold in the Washington hills. The Wall Street legend thus merges 
with the Washington legend (witness Blair Bolles’s How to Get Rich 
in Washington), but there is a core of truth in the legendry of both. 
Of the two great types of corruption in the American Federal govern¬ 
ment, it is hard to say that the efforts of small businessmen to get tax 
favors by gifts of mink coats or deep-freezers and to pick up arms con¬ 
tracts by bribery are worse than the efforts of the big corporations to 
get the kind of tax exemption that will save them tens of millions, 
or the lavish distribution of checks and the faking of pressure telegrams 
by corporations who want to get a tidelands-oil or a natural-gas bill 
through Congress. Where the impact of business has been most de¬ 
structive for morality has been perhaps less in its open corruption than 
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in the incalculable prestige that business success and power have in 
the eyes of city magistrates, county judges, state legislators. Congress¬ 
men, Federal administrators. 

Business methods and values have also reached the national political 
parties, which have increasingly drawn upon the big advertising 
agencies for the conduct of their campaigns; public-relations firms are 
coming not only to advise the political managers but sometimes to re¬ 
place them in the effective conduct of the campaign. The slogans that 
have proved successful in preparing the public mind for the sale of a 
deodorant, a breakfast food, or a mouthwash are also counted on to be 
successful in ‘‘selling” a candidate and his cause. Political campaign 
slogans may be tested beforehand as carefully as the advertising 
slogans in business sales campaigns, and the question of whether a 
“hard sell” or a “relaxed” one will be used may be the subject of 
earnest discussion among party directors who resemble a corporate 
board of directors. 

Even crime and racketeering in America have taken over some of 
the organizational structure of business. Just as they have learned in 
some cases to assume the disguise of trade-unions, they have also a 
line of command and an administrative organization not crucially dif¬ 
ferent from that of the corporation. To many of these criminal groups 
business enterprise is (in Veblen's tongue-in cheek phrase) the “art of 
getting something for nothing”—which is what it seems to any greedy ad¬ 
venturist spirit brooding on the chance to get a “free ride” into riches. 
Actually, however, the racketeer imitates only the outer organization 
of bminess and has little relation to the business spirit itself. For 
while business flourishes by the widest publicity, what the racketeer 
sells is illicit; the motive for paying him is immunity from the violence 
to follow if the payment is not made. Racketeering is the precapitalist 
feudal spirit, using the techniques and structures of business enter¬ 
prise and thriving because business has spread throughout America 
the dream of the easy-money bonanza. 

Until recently, at least, the appeal of business has been as a way of 
making money, not as a way of life. Sensitive people have rejected 
the way of life but then been lured by the money; hence the split in 
the American attitude toward business, which has been most marked 
where the tradition of an educated elite has been strongest. The 
Adams family, for example, showed both a cultivated understanding 
and a cultivated fear of the new and pushing type of business ac¬ 
tivity. Writing in The Education, Henry Adams expressed the melan¬ 
choly sense that for all the processes of civilization tK&t had gone to 
make him, he was unfit to survive in the world that business values 
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were fashioning. Brooks Adams, living as a rentier from corporate 
securities, was able to dissect pitilessly the social sources of his income, 
all the time ransacking history to explain the emergence of this new 
form of centralized power to which he owed the leisure he had for 
ransacking history. The third brother, Charles Francis Adams, was a 
railroad president who wrote with shriveling contempt for the nar- 
lowness of outlook and the niggardliness of spirit of business as a way 
of life. Henry James, for all his preoccupation with money and what 
it could buy, always pushed the question of its sources into the back¬ 
ground and felt slightly soiled by them. He was most at home with a 
businessman like the hero of The Golden Bowl, spending in Europe 
the fortune he had made in America, a Maecenas who knew what he 
wanted and went after it with the practiced assurance that betokened 
the habitual conqueror. The secret that Sir Joseph Duveen discovered 
about American businessmen, which made his fortune as an art sales¬ 
man, was that they gloried in their power over the things that money 
commanded but hungered for the symbols of the life values that went 
beyond money. Throughout the history of the business spirit, the 
monied men have used business first as a way of making the Big Kill, 
then turned to philanthropy or the life of the patron, travel, or hobbies 
as a way of making a life. 

The business spirit, then, has not in itself been regarded as a nourish¬ 
ing one but as a means to bring a good life within reach. For that 
teason perhaps it has exerted an attraction for the young men of 
talent who in other civilizations might have gone into government, the 
Army, or the priesthood, into literature or the arts or the study of 
philosophy, into science or the professions. Even, those in government 
service have, when successful, been tempted to turn their knowledge 
to the service of the corporation: if they have worked in the Treasury 
Department on taxes, or as economists in government bureaus, they 
can command good salaries as consultants or executives in business. 
If they have been good newspapermen they are eagerly recruited for 
public-relations jobs in the corporate world. And the corporations 
have learned to go directly to the colleges in recruiting young men of 
talent who are rarely able to resist the offer of an immediate job as 
against the uncertainties of a career in the arts or professions. 

Even for those who stay outside business, there is a strong drive to 
conduct themselves in a ''businesslike" way. The trade-union move¬ 
ment in America has been largely, as Hoxie first described it, ‘‘business- 
unionism," expressing the competing claims to income of the corporate 
employees as part of the larger structure of the business economy it¬ 
self. In education the school administrator and the university presi¬ 
dent have tended to act as corporate executives. Even in the churches 
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the temptation is to be “practical” in administering vast properties 
rather than unworldly in pursuing the values of the spirit. In the 
newspaper and magazine fields the pressure is toward building big 
power aggregates that can command writing talent and the reader 
market and get a big share of national advertising: the magazine or 
big newspaper is likely to make its more blatant public boasts not so 
much about its newsgathering or its crusading spirit as about its cir¬ 
culation and advertising gains. In radio and television the art forms 
are subsidiary to the selling of time to the business sponsors. In movie¬ 
making, the final art product has to run the gantlet of box-office ap¬ 
peal, and the Hollywood values of inflated salaries and skyrocketing 
careers are a kind of caricature of the corporate executives. In literature 
the emphasis has shifted to the products that can be marketed to a mass 
audience, notably crime and detection thrillers. 

In fact, it may turn out that the business spirit will leave its most 
enduring imprint on the adjoining provinces of literature and enter¬ 
tainment, government and opinion: for these are the areas in which 
capital investment counts least and personality and talent still can 
carve out empires. They are the last Klondikes of venture skills, 
which are even more important in the history of business than venture 
capital. The lure of the acquisitive impulse, wedded to talent and 
ideas, produces a powerful amalgam. 

It is customary to speak of this as the “commercializing” of art and 
opinion. But the process is more complex. The crux of it is that the 
dominant activity of any civilization colors the prevailing notions of 
what is effective or futile in the exercise of men’s talents. In a business 
civilization the stamp of effectiveness is placed on whatever can be 
exchanged in the personality market for money and success; the stamp 
of ineffectuality is placed on whatever talent is not vendible, whatever 
cannot move to a maximum degree into the channels where it is 
capitalized and reaches a mass market with all the accruing rewards. 
Thus the business spirit, itself incapable of yielding nourishing life 
values, has become for Americans the prime gateway to a way of life, 
with few questions asked about what you find when you have gone 
through the gates. 

When one inquires what may account for the “domination effect" 
of the business spirit, the answer lies partly in the attractiveness of 
the big rewards and the big market, partly in the admiration felt for 
the men who have shown that they can run things best, partly in the 
pragmatic strain of a culture which accepts whatever*!* practical and 
successful as the valid and pays it the flattery of mimicry. 
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The final tribute to the domination effect of the business spirit is 
the extent to which the phases of the human personality are measured 
in its terms. In a seminal analysis of types of character structure that 
bear aptly on American life, Fromm has spoken of the “marketing 
orientation" as one that is crowding out much else in the business 
society. There is little question that the marketable personality is be¬ 
coming the dominant one, even in areas outside business. Courtesy 
and charm come to be valued not for themselves but because they 
pay off in salesmanship; clothes must be worn well to make an im¬ 
pression on a prospective customer or employer; the “dreamer type” 
of person is dangerous because he will estrange those who seek alert¬ 
ness. America itself, in the impact it makes on other peoples in the 
struggle for world leadership, must “sell" itself and its ideas; and the 
clinching argument used even by liberal intellectuals against the 
denial of civil rights of Negroes and other minority groups is that it 
will interfere with such international “selling" and acceptance. 

This then is what seems to have happened in the American busi¬ 
ness economy. The more strictly technical problems of production 
and scarcity, of income distribution, of bigness in the sense distinct 
from monopoly, even of the business cycle, are fairly on the way to 
being resolved. But the bureaucratization of life through the new 
managerial structures in business, the trade-union, the government, 
and the corrupting reach of marketing values and the money spirit 
are being extended through the whole culture. The real problems of 
the business culture are thus less the technical and strictly economic 
problems than the moral and psychological ones. 

Yet to say, as some foreign observers and American critics have said, 
that only money talks in America is to vulgarize the impact of the 
business spirit. Other values than the acquisitive find a place in 
American life, and often they triumph; and other qualities than the 
money-making qualities blossom. But even when they do triumph, it 
is only after they have been measured and defended against the money 
values and the vendible qualities. That they survive is the final tribute 
to their hardihood, and when they do survive—in literature and the 
arts, in human relations, in religion and education and government, 
in the armed services, in the professions, perhaps even in business 
itself—they have a greater strength than in those cultures where they 
do not have to measure themselves so searchingly against the domina¬ 
tion effect of the business spirit.* 

* For a further discussion of the impact of markets, money, and commercialism on 
the American spirit, see Ch. IX, Sec. 8 , “Life Goals and the Pursuit of Happiness," 
and Ch. XI, Sec. 9 , “Artist and Audience in a Democratic Culture.” 
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7 . Revolution in the Trade-Union 

The “splitting of the property atom" could not help carry along with 
it a splitting of the labor atom. There has been a far-reaching growth of 
labor’s power and a change in its place in American society. Labor’s 
position in the mid-1950s was diametrically different from its position 
at the time of the Homestead and Pullman strikes in’the 1890s, or even 
under Harding and Hoover. This does not mean that labor dominates 
the economy, as implied in Sumner H. Slichter’s description of Amer¬ 
ica as a “laboristic economy” rather than a capitalistic one. At the heart 
of the economy is the network of decentralized choices by corporations, 
businessmen, and consumers. Yet it is also true that there is a correspond¬ 
ing network of labor decisions giving a massive power to the trade- 
unions. 

Actually the corporations and trade-unions represent two galactic 
systems of almost sovereign power. Each has its managerial government, 
each its autonomous realm in which it is supreme, each is connected 
with its sister stars in the galaxy by loose ties of common interest and 
outlook. While the two systems are often locked in struggle, they are 
part of the same firmament in the same universe. That is why the dis¬ 
cussion of American labor cannot be separated from a discussion of the 
growth of the corporation and the sweep of the business principle. 
American business and labor are rival empires, sometimes friendly, 
sometimes hostile, fighting for similar stakes, aiming at roughly similar 
goals, with jealously divergent power drives and interests inside the 
same set of cultural values. 

This is why American labor did not start its mature phase until the 
growth of the American Federation of Labor under Gompers. The pre¬ 
history of labor before that time, with all its valorous chapters of strug¬ 
gle, represented a fumbling for a stable and characteristic form. In the 
deepest sense the trade-union arose out of the same impulse for social 
freedom and struggle as the American Revolution itself. Fron its origins 
there were strong influences in the American labor movement which 
kept it from abandoning the main stream of American experience. La¬ 
bor power was scarce, land was plentiful, jobs were fewer than the men 
available for them, and the way was open for apprentices and mechanics, 
artisans and mill hands, to move on into farms or enterprises of their 
own. Under these conditions it was hard for any specific labor movement 
to take root, whether class-conscious or job-conscious. The “working¬ 
men’s associations” of the 1850s fought for free schools^and other re¬ 
forms and were a major element in the triumph of Jacksonian democ- 
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racy. The free-workers* associations later fought also for the freedom of 
the Negro plantation labor of the South, formed the mass core of the 
abolitionist societies, and flocked into the Republican party to join 
with the commercial class and the New West in electing Lincoln. Thus 
the early phases of American labor were not the “failures” that later 
labor leaders have sometimes called them: they assisted in the triumph 
of democracy, much as European labor did in its heroic age. 

When the time for growth came, and for a redefinition of labor’s 
tasks in a democratic society, there was a double impulse: to focus on the 
American radical tradition in politics and society and join with men of 
good will in all classes to revive it; or to focus on the broad upward 
movement of American living standards and act in concentrated fashion 
by every vocational means to gain some of its benefits for labor. 

Neither impulse was crotchety, each was “organic” to one of the main 
drives of American life. The first impulse expressed itself through the 
Knights of Labor, a class-wide, politically conscious movement affiliated 
with nonlabor reform groups, as a response to the political unrest which 
swept the country when the vision of a nation of small farmers and 
artisans was shattered by the rise of corporate power. But the Knights 
were too sprawling in their organization, and they made the mistake of 
aiming at political power before establishing a strong economic base. 
Under Gompcrs the A.F. of L. sought to rechart labor's course, devoting 
itself to a job-conscious, wage-and-hour unionism, restricting its politi¬ 
cal activity to lobbies and pressures, and at election time to the policy 
of “rewarding labor’s friends and punishing labor’s enemies.” Thus 
labor had its period of conscience-searching as between the decision to 
challenge corporate power drastically and the decision to bargain with 
the corporations for a larger share of income. 

It might be said that the leaders of organized labor in the 1880s made 
the unheroic choice by concentrating on the strategic power of the 
skilled workers rather than deciding to organize the unskilled. Cer¬ 
tainly their task would have been more dangerous had they chosen to 
stand with the unskilled and the new immigrant workers. But they 
faced a difficult situation: public opinion was unsympathetic, the state 
legislatures and the Supreme Court were hostile, and the employers 
fought every form of organization. XJhe question in such a situation was 
what kind of labor organization could survive and achieve stability. 
Where there was a high labor turnover among millions of unskilled im¬ 
migrants, anxious to secure any work at any wage, it was hard to attain 
stability. It was among the skilled workers, who would keep an interest 
in "their craft and who could not easily be replaced by newcomers and 
"scabs," that the effective organizing work could be done. This was the 
choice that Gompers and his young colleagues of the new labor move 
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ment made, with a devotion to the hard, pragmatic task they had cut 
out for themselves. 

Another chance at creating industrial unionism came after World 
War I, when labor turnover had decreased with the disappearance of 
the frontier and the slowing down of immigration. But another anti¬ 
labor offensive, joined to a Red scare, headed off this chance as well. 
The industrial unions that had emerged suffered severe defeats in the 
1920s, particularly in coal, textile, and clothing. The result was that the 
A.F. of L. was driven into becoming narrower than it had to be, while 
the "revolutionary unions” of Wobblies, bindlestiffs, and new-stock in¬ 
telligentsia who sought to counterbalance it were driven into becoming 
more extreme and frenetic than the American occasion justified. 

Once victorious, the job-conscious philosophy of Gompers and the 
A.F. of L. was never wholly displaced. A number of today's labor leaders 
were apprenticed to Socialist theory but dropped it when they came to 
lead a mass labor movement. The unions worked for goals set by the job, 
within a social framework which they sought to use and improve but 
not transform. Even the C.I.O. (Congress of Industrial Organizations) 
—which came into being when the A.F. of L. failed to expand from 
skilled crafts to a militant, industry-wide organization—has, in the proc¬ 
ess of breaking with the Gompers tradition, actually carried put the full 
logic of the Gompers philosophy by willing the necessary changes in 
organization and tactics for the effective protection of the job. It was 
Gompers who remained the great type-figure of American labor leader¬ 
ship. 

The characteristic theory of American labor behavior—the Commons- 
Perlman, or “Wisconsin School," theory—aimed to show how the Gom¬ 
pers philosophy and tactic fitted in with the American national psy¬ 
chology and social system, and why it was the only plan for action under 
which American labor could have survived. Holding that American 
trade-unions are soundest when built around the protection of the job, 
the theory goes back (as Philip Taft points out) to the worker’s "con¬ 
sciousness of scarcity” and of limited opportunity. Until the sense of 
limitation and scarcity arose, and while the frontier was still open and 
vital jobs had not been pre-empted, no strong trade-union movement 
could be formed. When workers looked forward to being fanners and 
capitalists they were unlikely to take their stand together as workers. It 
needed the end of the frontier, the inpouring waves of immigration, and 
a partial saturation of job opportunities before the unions could gen¬ 
erate any propulsive force. It also needed the rise of the new corporate 
employers, many of whom used their power to pay low wages, locked 
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their workers out in times of unemployment, penalized the more mili¬ 
tant ones, and were unconcerned about what happened to their labor 
force when they grow sick or old or were mangled in accidents. The aim 
of job-conscious trade-unions was to band the workers together in order 
to keep them from being crushed by this new juggernaut. Neither the 
method nor philosophy was that of class struggle, but the intent was cer¬ 
tainly class survival as a necessary step for the security and dignity of the 
individual worker. 

This theory must not be taken as valid for the whole course of Ameri¬ 
can labor history: it applies to only one phase of it. With the later rise 
of the C.I.O. in the 1930s and the reassessment of political action by the 
A.F. of L., the Commons-Perlman theory was also re-evaluated. There 
was a consensus that it illumined the period it described, but that it 
needed modification when applied to the present and future of Ameri 
can labor. Gompers saw clearly that the trade-union in America, in its 
phase of major growth, had to be an integral part both of the capitalist 
psychology and of the democratic process. The break with the Euro¬ 
pean tradition of feudal rank kept the American worker from accepting 
the paternalism either of a tyrannical employer or of a tyrannical gov¬ 
ernment. Since he saw himself as the “masterless man” he did not feel 
the resentments of the class struggle at whose root is a master-ridden 
proletariat trying to unseat its masters. Gripped by the property idea 
the American worker, who found he could no longer move with ease 
from his job to business independence, developed in its place a sense of 
property-in-the-job. To “have a good job” came to mean that the worker 
had a stake in the future worth protecting in common action with 
others. 

Also worth fighting for. An element of violence ran like a red strand 
through a century of American labor experience, from the "Molly Ma¬ 
guires” in the Pennsylvania coal fields, through the Homestead steel 
strike, the Pullman railroad strike, the copper mine bloodshed, the 
dynamitings by West Coast “Wobblies,” the violence of the Lawrence, 
Passaic, and Gastonia strikes in textiles, the “sitdown” strikes in the 
auto industry, the Herrin massacre in Illinois, and the ghastly violence 
of the Little Steel massacre of 1937. We may note here, incidentally, 
that in the past twenty years there have been no comparable incidents 
of bloodshed. 

The hardheaded pragmatic unionism of American labor has often 
been decried as unheroic, perhaps because it has not talked in swagger 
ing terms of revolutionary overthrow of state power. But it is naive to 
think that the revealing Gompers trilogy of symbols—“pure and simple” 
unionism, “here and now” purposes, “more and more” as the stakes of 
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conflict—excludes a heroic struggle to secure them. Along with the "pork- 
choppers,” the swivel-chair bureaucrats, the “walking delegates,” the 
racketeering union leaders, and the fatty degeneration in some segments 
of American labor life, there was a militancy in others which secured 
for American labor a new leadership among the world’s free trade- 
unions. It was not only the corporate empires and their corporate man¬ 
agers that the unions had to meet but also a hostile Congress and state 
legislatures, an often hostile set of Federal and local courts, a network 
of "citizens’ committees,” a number of company policies, hired thugs, 
bravados, and "deputy sheriffs.” Finally, they had against them the over¬ 
whelming weight of the press, the almost solid phalanx of the academics 
and even of the churches. Most of all, they had the hostility of farmers 
and lower-middle-class Americans, fearful of labor's economic power 
and its strike weapon. While these hostile attitudes, and also labor’s 
fighting mood, have diminished in the contemporary generation, the 
tradition on both sides is still remembered. 

Yet this bitter day-to-day struggle, even with the violence on both 
sides, has been carried on within a framework of ultimate consent. No 
matter how long-drawn-out the strikes, the aim after settlement has 
been the resumption of work; no matter how drastic the resistance to 
the organizing drive, the unions have in the end been recognized, not 
liquidated, by the force of the state. 

The gieatest achievement of the trade-unions in the economy as a 
whole has been that they have made possible the government of in¬ 
dustry by constitutional means. If the massive corporate empires had 
been the sole survivors and had bargained with only the individual 
worker, and if collective bargaining had rontir.ucd to be viewed as a 
conspiracy against the antitrust laws, there could have been anarchy or 
tyranny in American industry. Instead the weight of the big trade 
union was invoked by the workers as a counterbalance for the weight 
of the big corporation, to achieve (as Justice Holmes put it in his dissent 
in Coppage v. Kansas) “that equality of bargaining power from which 
freedom of contract begins.” 

The classical theory of Anglo-American economics saw industrial 
order as the product of an equilibrium between individuals in the mar¬ 
ket, and from- this individualist concept the economists evolved their 
elaborate justifications for antiunionism, strike breaking, and court 
injunctions. But with the growth of the corporate empires the condi¬ 
tions of the market were transformed. An equilibrium was still possible 
but it had to be an equilibrium between competing collectives, with the 
bargaining strength of the trade-union matching that of the corporation. 
In this sense the unions have not only raised living standards for their 
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own workers and protected their jobs, but they have also helped give 
balance to the American capitalist economy. 

A change of phase passed over American labor with the coming of the 
Great Depression of 1929 and the New Deal in the 1930s, although we 
are still too close to this phase to see its full outlines. The strength of 
the Gompers A.F. of L. tradition lay in focusing on the workers, who 
had group cohesiveness and bargaining power and could therefore be 
held together effectively even in the face of court injunctions, company 
police, state militia, jail sentences, and hostile middle-class opinion. Its 
weaknesses had become clear by the end of the 1920s. One symptom was 
the fact that for the first time in its history the A.F. of L. lost rather 
than gained members during a period of prosperity. Nor could it break 
through its limits of membership (somewhere around three^and a half 
million) without organizing whole new industries, skilled and unskilled 
alike, which meant breaking away from the craft union principle and 
experimenting with industrial unionism. The A.F. of L. did include 
some industrial unions, but their effectiveness had not been proved: the 
main issue was that the A.F. of L. leadership was itself part of the craft 
unions and thus conditioned by its whole life history to resist organiza¬ 
tion on an industrial basis. Moreover, with the Gompers concentration 
on trade-union action as against broader political action, there was no 
clear way for the unions to act in the national political arena to coun¬ 
teract the strategy of corporate power and also to organize a legislative 
attack upon national economic insecurity. 

The process of labor’s awakening to its past vreaknesses and its future 
opportunities extended from the early days of the New Deal and its 
NRA (National Recovery Act) around 193 .J well into the war years 
of the 1940s. In this decade something like a revolution took J place 
in the trade-unions. During its early phase the leadership was as¬ 
sumed not by organized labor itself but by a mixed group of intellectu¬ 
als, social workers, and politicians who felt that they needed a stronger 
labor movement to restore the balance between the corporations and 
their workers, and build a Big Unionism alongside the Big Corporation. 
The New Dealers found that they needed a strong labor movement also 
to give a new vitality of bargaining and purchasing power to the de¬ 
pressed economy. But they could not get the labor base they needed 
without in a sense creating a new frame for the trade-union movement. 
That w'as why the New Deal became, as the quip put it at the time, a 
“government in search of a labor movement.’’ 

Eventually labor responded to this stimulus by forming the C.I.O. in 
1938: it symbolized, under the leadership of John L. Lewis, Philip Mur- 



S24 CAPITALIST ECONOMY AND BUSINESS CIVILIZATION 

ray, and Sidney Hillman, better than anything else the meaning and 
spirit of the new phase of labor history. Labor discovered* less as a 
matter of dogma than as part of the harsh crucible of the Depression 
itself, that it could survive best in its era of trial by becoming part of 
the Great Coalition around the New Deal. The concepts of industrial 
unionism, social security, labor's stake in the total economy, the rela¬ 
tion of corporate power and practices to the breakdowns in the economy 
as a whole, and the need to gain access to governmental power in order 
to achieve equality of bargaining: these constituted at once principles 
of the C.I.O. and also of the New Deal. The alliance between the two 
was never a formal one, nor did Roosevelt make the mistake of working 
politically with only one segment of the labor movement. The New Deal 
secured a mass following; the labor movement achieved a National La¬ 
bor Relations Act which gave it a new charter of growth, and a struc 
ture of minimum-wage and social-security laws to fill out the charter. 
Thus was formed a working partnership between the American labor 
movement and the principle of welfare democracy which was to affect 
the history of more than one American generation. 

For a time the resulting growth of the labor movement was remark¬ 
able. Membership figures for all unions moved from a low of less than 
three million in 1933 to over four million in 1936 , over seven million in 
tg37, almost nine million in 1940, ten and a half million in 1941, fif¬ 
teen and a half million by 1947, and seventeen million in the mid-1950s. 
Industries like steel and autos, which had been citadels of antiunionism, 
furnished the sinews of labor growth. The trade-union leaders found 
themselves not only sitting in the councils of the Federal Administra¬ 
tion but they also made labor a force in the government of cities and 
towns where it had formerly been only tolerated. Pittsburgh and De¬ 
troit, for example, were transformed politically as well as industrially 
and culturally. There was in time, of course, a countermovement cul¬ 
minating in the Taft-Hartley Act, which chipped away labor’s gains and 
set a pattern of restrictive action. A number of states followed, in the 
decade between 1945 and 1955, with harsh antiunion right-to-strike 
laws. Yet the counterattack could not wipe out what the original revo¬ 
lution had achieved. 

The healthiest thing about this upheaval in labor was that it did 
much to heal the sense of alienation of the workers. Lacking access to 
governmental power and a voice in the big governmental decisions, they 
.had necessarily felt like outsiders. But that feeling disappeared, and in 
its place leaders like Murray, Lewis, and Green—and later Reuther and 
Meany—spoke with the confidence of power. In this sense the revolution 
in labor deflected the potential energies of a sullen working popula¬ 
tion from more destructive revolutionary channels ^pd became—like 
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the New Deal—an essentially conservative force. Some revolutions shatter 
and destroy; others have a maturing effect even while the upheaval is in 
process. This one changed the character of the labor movement by 
bringing a change of phase, yet it did not in a broader sense break with 
the Gompers tradition. What it did was to develop new techniques 
which could achieve for its time the underlying purposes of the Gom¬ 
pers philosophy. For in spite of the alarms felt about labor’s advances in 
numbers and strength, the basic idea remains of a democratic labor 
movement operating within a capitalist welfare economy, making pos¬ 
sible a constitutional government of industry and trying to recapture 
for the worker his dignity as a human being. 

Since the end of the New Deal the American labor movement has 
come to another change of phase, if a less drastic one. The impulses re¬ 
molding American society as a whole have not left labor organization 
and thinking untouched. I have spoken earlier of automation and what 
it has done to the position of the unions, diminishing the number of 
workers engaged in industrial jobs, transferring many of the gainfully 
employed to white-collar and middle-class jobs where labor organizing 
has been least effective. The sustained prosperity of the 1940s and 1950s 
also had an impact on labor consciousness, making the unions less mili¬ 
tant, muting the past accent on violence, and all but eliminating the 
resort to large-scale strikes. Within this new climate the A.F. of L. 
flourished—after 1945—more effectively than the C.I.O., which was 
riddled with internal strife, even to the extent of the expulsion of unions 
with close to a million members because of their Communist leadership. 

The result was that the A.F. of I.. and C.I.O succeeded in 1955 in re¬ 
uniting their forces within a single oiganization. Of its fifteen and a half 
million members, only four and a half million were in the C.I.O. at the 
time of the merger, with the other eleven million in the A.F. of L. The 
total figures for American trade-unions, by the U.S. Department of Labor 
estimate, were seventeen million, with an added million of Canadian 
workers affiliated with the international unions in the United States. In 
1930 organized trade-unions represented only 7 per cent of the total 
labor force (“gainfully employed”) of the nation; in 1945 they were 22 
per cent; in 1955, using the base figure of over sixty-five million gain¬ 
fully employed, they were more than 25 per cent. If the farm workers, 
the self-employed, and the professional people are excluded from the 
base figure, more than one third of the labor force were members of 
trade-unions. 

Thus the current period in labor history is one of consolidation. Since 
American labor has no revolutionary dynamism in the class sense, it 
did not follow through on the revolutionary potential which the New 
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Deal gains gave it. Its power to strike, especially in the arterial indus¬ 
tries and nerve centers of American economic life, might have been 
used to paralyze the economy, yet it was not. Seventeen million Ameri¬ 
cans, along with their families, could have shaped a labor culture if the 
job relation and the trade-union had been the center of their life ac¬ 
tivity Yet they have not done so. They could build the most powerful 
political labor party in the democratic world. Yet they have not. 

The reason is that Americans do not think of themselves as being ex¬ 
clusively members of any single group. A steel or automobile worker, a 
clerical worker, or a carpenter is not only a trade-unionist. He is also a 
homeowner, a stock investor, a Democrat or Republican, a Mason or 
Elk, a Presbyterian or Methodist or Baptist, a resident of Cleveland, 
Detroit, or Glendale. He may come from a farm family, and his children 
may be moving into the corporate managerial group or into one of the 
professions. He does not inherit from his father or transmit to his chil¬ 
dren a “working-class psychology." Nor is he likely to be content as a 
member of a labor party which seems to take him out of the main stream 
of American political life. In fact, he sometimes resents the efforts of his 
union leaders to lecture him on how and for whom to vote. His loyalties 
are not single but multiple. All the numberless pulls of American life 
operate upon him, so that—while remaining a strong trade-unionist—he 
is also many other things in the act of being an American. This multi¬ 
loyalty character has been partly due to his freedom from the feudal 
restrictions on the right of association which plagued the European 
worker; partly it has been due to the pluralist richness of American life 
and its expanding life chances. It may thus shed some light on the great 
question of why American society never developed in a more class¬ 
conscious direction.* 

The fight for higher wages and shorter hours still goes on through 
American unions, especially the drive for a four-day week and a five-hour 
day, to cope with the impact of automation. But it has had a receding 
emphasis as the living standards of the workers have gone up and their 
life needs have moved in many directions. There has been a transfer of 
union interest from wage-and-hour demands to so-called “indirect wage 
increases,” “fringe benefits,” pension funds, holiday and vacation provi¬ 
sions, health centers, and welfare setups. There has also been a move¬ 
ment toward the guaranteed annual wage, already achieved in several 
industries and likely to be fought for in others, since the industrial 
worker is moving toward the status of a salaried employee instead of a 
wage earner. The annual wage will probably never be wholly achieved 
and will have especially hard going in the small-scale industries, but it 

* For a further discussion of this theme, see Ch. VII, Sec. 4 . "Class Profile of the 
Worker." * 
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has already brought a substantial improvement in unemployment com¬ 
pensation. 

In league with the welfare state and the welfare corporation, labor is 
turning to the welfare union. The constructiveness shown in the gar¬ 
ment industries a generation ago when Hillman and Dubinsky saw that 
the bankruptcy of marginal employers would throw men out of work 
and depress labor standards, and therefore set up business clinics to 
revamp their managerial methods, is still operative. Studies by the Na¬ 
tional Planning Association show scores of “participating plans” scat¬ 
tered through industry, in which there is a creative approach on both 
sides to the problem of recurring grievance cases. In mining, in steel, in 
autos, in garments and textiles, and in dozens of other industries, both 
sides have worked out joint pension and welfare schemes which focus 
on the worker as a person. A new "industrial sociology” has grown up 
which recognizes tardily that the worker is a human being and the fac¬ 
tory is a small society or subculture. While there are elements in it of 
what Daniel Bell has called “cow sociology," in the effort to make the 
workers contented in order the better to milk their productive power, 
there is also a wariness of making productivity the final goal, and a genu¬ 
ine feeling that the cultural disintegration and emptiness of the worker's 
life are enemies not only of productive efficiency but also of the health 
of the culture itself. Some conservatives may welcome this development 
in the hope of using it to deflect trade-union militancy. Yet the union 
leaders who have taken the longest steps toward a welfare unionism are 
exactly those who had shown the most effective record of bargaining 
gains for their men, and have not hesitated to use the costly weapon of 
the strike when there was no other recourse. 

We may trace currently four main trends in the character of American 
unionism. One is the new interest in Administration policies in Wash¬ 
ington, especially those that defeat wage gains through inflation, making 
the struggle for further wage increases a tortured spiral. The second is 
an interest in world affairs, to keep alive abroad the idea of free trade- 
unions, and to help achieve a world stability without which the Ameri¬ 
can worker’s struggle for a good -life would be meaningless. The third 
was foreshadowed by the General Motors strike of 1948, when Walter 
Reuther demanded “a look at the books” in order to assess the truth of 
the corporation’s contention that it could not grant the union’s demand 
without a price increase for its products. This was summarily rejected 
as an invasion of managerial decision and the privacy of managerial 
secrets, techniques, and accounts, and it has made no headway since. Yet 
the growth of administrative agencies for mediation, through fact¬ 
finding and public disclosure, means inevitably a greater publicity of 
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both corporate and union affairs. Finally, there has been ^ trend, still 
minor but increasing, toward the union as entrepreneur. 

The growth of the big union empires has meant also the growth of big 
union funds, both from dues and from pension and welfare contribu¬ 
tions. It is hard to estimate what disposable funds the unions have at 
their command, since recent guesses about union assets range from one 
to four billion dollars. More important than the assets is the variety of 
new activities in which the great trade-unions have a stake: banks, 
stores, consumers’ co-operatives, housing, health and vacation resorts, 
hospitals, radio and movie projects, schools and staff-training institutes. 
Thus far the unions have invested their funds chiefly in government 
securities, but it is interesting to speculate on what will happen when 
they (as well as their members) invest in corporate stock issues—a logical 
development since such investment would be a dividend for labor’s own 
continuing contributions to productivity. 

I have not meant to suggest that all was well in the mid-1950s on the 
horizon of American labor. There was still widespread suspicion of its 
aims and methods in the population as a whole, and there were pockets 
of active hostility in the South, where every known method was being 
used to keep out union organizers. The organizing power of labor did 
not keep up with its barganing power: that is to say, the national unions 
were able to win higher wages and benefits for their members, yet they 
were unable to organize areas and industries that continued to resist 
them. Moreover, no one could tell whether a break in the expansion of 
American industrial life might not come to interrupt union progress or 
hurl it back. 

But the fact remains that the American unions have become en¬ 
tangled in the growth, ramifications, and destiny of capitalism to a 
degree that would have been undreamed of not only by Terence Pow- 
derly but even by Gompers. They have not abandoned their militancy, 
but it operates within a framework more meaningful under American 
conditions than the wasteful bloodshed at Homestead or Herrin or the 
Memorial Day massacre at South Chicago. 


8. Labor and American Society 

The real revolution in American labor has been the impulse to see the 
worker not just as a union member or a ward of the welfare state, and 
certainly not as a serf in the hierarchy of corporate power, but as indus¬ 
trial man who is part of his society.* To many Americans the organized 

• This section should be read along with Ch. IV, Sec. 4, "Work and the Automatic 
Factory," and Ch. VII. Sec. 4, “Class Profile of the Worker." ^ 
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workers in their new and massive strength have appeared like a horde of 
barbarians attempting to storm the gates of capitalist power. Actually, 
however, they have been neither barbarians coming from without, as 
with the Roman Empire, nor a disinherited and uprooted inner prole¬ 
tariat. They have emerged not from the disintegration of America but 
from the logic of its unfolding; nor are they a group of aliens and exiles 
forced by their rootlessucss to create a “higher religion.” They are, on 
the contrary, the core of American experience. 

A double charge has been leveled against labor in American society. 
As a member of a monopoly group the worker is accused of clogging the 
channels of the free market and imposing his tyrannical power upon the 
rest of the economy. But he is also seen as a revolutionary who by the 
nature of his demands operates to destroy the price system. 

If American trade-unions aim to become monopolies, it is only in the 
sense of aiming to concentrate their power beyond question. That is 
why they drive toward the closed shop (the union shop is a different 
matter) and the checkoff, and insist upon conn oiling the sources of the 
labor supply. They have learned from experience that the lack of labor 
unity leads to labor weakness in a showdown. Unions, moreover, sell 
nothing but seek to set the conditions under which their members can 
sell their labor advantageously. And there is point to Thurman Arnold's 
distinction between collective bargaining monopolies in labor and re¬ 
strictive monopolies as such. Where a union, in collusion with an em¬ 
ployer, conspires to get gravy for both at the expense of the consumer, a 
restrictive monopoly exists. Where "featherbedding” practices are fol¬ 
lowed, and the union seeks to fight technical advance even at the price 
of slowing down pioduction, again a restrictive monopoly exists. But 
collective bargaining under a unified leadership need not (any more 
than the large-scale corporation) itself be a deadening force. This is true 
even when the union has a monopoly over the sources of the labor sup¬ 
ply, forcing those who benefit from the gains of trade-unionism to take 
on the responsibilities of membership. 

More serious is the impact of the union on the price system. It is 
Lindblom’s thesis that American unions are revolutionary not because 
of any class ideology but because of the inherent upward thrust of 
higher wage demands on the whole price system. Since the market mecha¬ 
nism (the argument goes) imposes some limit on profits, the continued 
upward revision of wage levels can result eventually only in price in¬ 
flation, or in forcing marginal producers out of the market and there¬ 
fore into unemployment. 

What is valid here is the fact that the unimpeded pressure of union 
demands would eat away profits and make business enterprise intoler< 
able. But equally, the unimpeded pressure of business power, in the 
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absence of a counteracting union power, would eat away wage levels, 
make labor a poorly paid commodity, injure consumer buying power, 
and thus again make business enterprise intolerable. To deny the 
workers their share, either in higher wages or a lighter work week, is to 
deny that the factors making for the increased productive capacity of 
labor-plus-machine are broadly social factors, such as research, invention, 
communication, mass distribution, rather than narrowly managerial fac¬ 
tors in any one plant or industry. It is to treat labor as only a factor in 
production, calculated coldly by the managerial group, rather than as 
a crucial human resource in the economy and society. In this sense 
unions are an organic part of the capitalist economy: capitalism would 
destroy itself without them, and if they did not exist it would be neces¬ 
sary to invent them. It is true that Lindblom tries to keep ethical values 
out of his analysis: maybe workers should get higher wages (he says), 
and maybe they deserve to, but their fair gains may be subversive of the 
price system by inducing inflation or unemployment. The trouble with 
this view is that thus far the inflation in America has been induced by 
high demand rather than high wages, although the latter may prove true 
in the future. Even more, the trouble with the thesis is its static quality: 
it assumes profits as given and sees them whittled away gradually by 
wage gains, whereas the fact is in America that both profits and wages 
have kept rising because both come out of the dynamism of science and 
technology. 

To those who cling to the badges of status and respectability the fear 
of labor persists. The crises of large-scale strikes and the constant irrita¬ 
tion of small ones have widened the gap between the worker and the 
considerable middle-class group fearful of labor’s power and designs. 
American labor is learning that strikes incur not only economic costs 
but also heavy opinion costs in the splitting away of “neutral” middle- 
class support. It has learned that antilabor legislation usually comes in 
the wake of a strike wave. It has also digested the lessons of European 
experience in which the sense of constant industrial paralysis and labor 
crisis was one of the effective weapons of the Fascist adventurers in light¬ 
ing the fires of antilabor hatred. 

The problem of the strike weapon goes beyond the relation of labor 
and the middle class. No society can survive if its economy can be re¬ 
peatedly and successfully paralyzed. In that sense there is something of 
the Syndicalist philosophy of direct action inherent in every strike, 
however responsible, and in every trade-union, however conservative. Yet 
to resolve the problem by suppressing the right to strike is to make an 
auto-da-fe of the democratic process: a society does not gTOw strong by 
lopping off its problems but by transcending them> within a larger 
framework of action and power. Some way of limiting the strike weapon 
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makes sense clearly in the area of atomic energy and the | j^jj ^fepw t Tn- 
dustries, as also in the police and public-service municipal departments. 
But with the increasing role of the government as employer and the 
banning of strikes involving government workers of every kind, the 
withering away of the strike weapon could mean the replacement of cor¬ 
porate and union monopolies by the far more dangerous monopoly of 
government, combining at once political and economic power. 

This is not to say that the trade-union imperium is always a demo¬ 
cratic one. Unions like those of the teamsters, carpenters, musicians, 
coal miners, and building trades made only a minimal attempt at in¬ 
ternal democracy. At their best they were run by a benevolent paternal¬ 
ism, as with the miners and the musicians; at their worst there were 
unions like the teamsters of Dave Beck, which became part of the 
shadowy underworld of racketeering, captured by a mercenary for what¬ 
ever he could shake down from workers and employers alike, ^the in¬ 
strument for his private dream of enriching himself at their expense. Yet 
these dictatoiial and racketeering unions, taken together, formed only 
the margin of labor organization. It would be curious if labor were 
wholly free from the scars of corruption, venality, and the easy-money, 
something-for-nothirig creed. Most American trade-unions are guided 
by honest, hard-working men, trying to achieve for their followers a 
measure of security and continuity of work, caught between rising liv¬ 
ing costs and the dangers and costliness of the strike weapon. The great¬ 
est threat to internal union democracy would emerge in most unions 
with a break in the successful pattern of trade-union activity. 

The big internal fact about the American labor federations is their 
loose and autonomous character. Labor power is scattered among about 
200 international unions and some 75,000 local unions, which are cov¬ 
ered by more than 125,000 collective bargaining agreements; nineteen 
of the international unions have more than 1,000 locals each. The hea'ds 
of the international soon discover—as the government does—that an im¬ 
portant local may be a little sovereignty in itself. Increasingly, power in 
the unions has moved from the local toward the center, yet the process 
cannot stretch too far without destroying the roots of consent which 
give a trade-union its strength. Labor autocracies still exist, and a labor 
baron like John L. Lewis held absolute power for a long span: yet he 
did so only by convincing his men that he could help them raise their 
living standards and better their safety and welfare. When he tried to 
influence their voting in Presidential elections, as in 1940 and 19-14, 
against the clear evidence of what the New Deal had done to help them, 
his paternalism did not save him from failure. 

The trade-union has become, like -the corporation, a vast adminisrra- 
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tive organization, with a large technical staff, and with representatives 
sitting in on governmental commissions and international agencies. The 
new trade-union officials are part of the managerial elite that came into 
being with the growth of economic collectives. From recent studies the 
American union leader today emerges as younger and better educated 
than the earlier leaders, more likely to come from the lower middle 
class, more alert to national and world events. He follows the techno¬ 
logical changes in his industry, is hardheaded and astute in his relations 
not only with corporate but also with the government managerial 
groups, and is adroit in politics. He is well paid, has a staff and an ex¬ 
pense account, has quarters in union offices that sometimes rival in 
splendor those of the corporation, lives in good hotels, travels by plane; 
yet his rewards are not primarily financial and he finds himself ful¬ 
filled rather in terms of power and of loyalty to a group with whom he 
feels tied. 

I do not intend this as an uncritical portrait. There are many locals 
and their leaders who practice Jim Crow in their own unions, although 
impressive progress has been made recently in this area. Men with long 
labor experience have documented the charge that unions tend to be¬ 
come monolithic and to make policy at the top. Union leaders have had 
to develop toughness not only in the fight against antilabor forces from 
the outside but also against Communist attempts to capture and hold 
power from within. Greater than the danger of ruthlessness is that of 
bureaucracy, with a tendency toward settling down to a mediocre level 
of officialdom. In a number of instances this has happened. Yet a group 
of British trade-union leaders, after a study of American unionism in 
1952, reported that the American unions were more concerned than the 
British with raising the efficiency of submarginal plants, that they used 
bolder methods in publicity and educational work and were readier to 
accept the results of scientific management. 

In the light of these strides, the question remains why American labor 
has not established its own party and made a bid for political power. 
The answer the unions give is that they have not had to, since they 
have been able to achieve their ends without it. They have not had to 
overthrow a feudal social structure and introduce the methods of politi¬ 
cal democracy. They do not think in European terms of Socialism as 
state ownership or government operation of industry. Gompers de¬ 
liberately turned his back on the intellectuals who led the working class 
up to his time, insisting that union leaders—however brilliant—should 
come from the ranks. The tradition has continued, and Robert Fergu¬ 
son may be right in suggesting that it helps explain th^pragmatic bent 
of the American union leaden. They feel they made greater concrete 
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strides in two decades under Roosevelt and Truman, without nationali¬ 
zation and without a separate labor party, than British labor made from 
Keir Hardie to Ramsay MacDonald. 

These men may be tight or wrong, but they are not novi homines 
hungering for wealth and power and admission to the tuling groups. 
Neither do they work from the deep resentment which Nicuschc saw 
operative in European revolutionary movements, with an itch for shear¬ 
ing the rich. Their aim is to get a welfare democracy which will estab 
lish adequate controls for an econont) as-a-going-concern, a juster order 
to increase the national income, and common action to keep life from 
being wretched, insecure, and pathetic for the mass of people. 

To achieve this, American labor has become an active political as 
well as economic force. Thus far it has operated within the current two- 
party system, trying to hold the balance of power between the parties, or 
to increase the power of its voice inside the councils of the Democratic 
party. The unions refuse to hum their own party until they are con¬ 
vinced that the major ones have both become hostile Meanwhile they 
are an extraordinarily effective political force. They have in their favor 
the big fact that it is easier to organize men politically for common ac¬ 
tion when you have first oigam/ed them economically. They have also 
the fact that to wotkers pressing for social legislation and for safeguards 
to collective bargaining, government is not a distant and abstract affair 
but something quite concrete. They have finally the elan of common 
action and of knowing what they want. 

But American union leaders are still considered interlopers in the 
political field, special pleaders for a single-interest group. Americans 
who have only recently come to swallow, and have not yet digested, the 
idea that collective bargaining is not treason are likely for some time to 
view labor political action as a compact with the Devil and an agree¬ 
ment with Hell. The legislatures and Courts will continue to block 
union efforts to raise campaign funds from member contributions. Al¬ 
though the strongest political group in the nation, labor is still a politi- 
can outsider. The prevailing attitude in the major parties is that, like a 
mastiff, it must be kept tolerably content, but under no circumstance 
admitted into the house. 


The final question about the American worker is the question of what 
kind of life he leads, how much his work means to him, and what its 
effect is upon his play and leisure. The “human-relations" approach has 
revealed the pathetic extent to which the worker responds to any show 
of managerial interest in him as a human being. The stress in this new 
approach ,is how to explore the worker's personality so that he will get 
satisfaction out of his work and do effective work, contributing to a 
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harmony within the plant. The danger is that the worker will come to be 
regarded merely as an object of psychological manipulation; yet some 
impressive results have been achieved in this sphere, and the best unions 
have lost their suspicion of these efforts. 

The doughtier champions of the trade-union believe it has con¬ 
tributed much to re-establish the dignity and pride of craftsmanship, yet 
one may be skeptical. Given the obsession with the protection of the job. 
with work rules and seniority, with absence of discrimination, with wages 
and hours and fringe benefits, the creativeness of the work itself 
has been lost sight of. Seeing in the economic world only the drive for 
profits and dividends, for power and efficiency, the worker finds his own 
drive becoming one for wages and job protection rather than an interest 
and joy in the work itself. The trade-union would do well to make the 
performance of the job in its fullest sense the core of the worker’s re¬ 
sponsibilities. But it can do so only when it feels confident and secure 
enough in its acceptance by the people. 

However, here, as elsewhere in American society, the emphasis has 
shifted from the satisfactions of the producer to those of the consumer. 
What keeps the worker going is what the job makes possible for him, 
the commodities he can buy, the new social experience that has come 
with the communications revolution, the chances for retiring with some 
security while he can still enjoy the evening of his life. These are not 
heroic objectives, but they are part of the whole expansive movement of 
the American economy. Engels wrote in 1882 from England to Karl 
Kautsky: “There is no workers’ party here, there are only Conservatives 
and Liberal-Radicals, and the workers merrily share the feast of Eng¬ 
land’s monopoly of the world market and the Colonies." The American 
workers have a different kind of feast of world power to share, but they 
are aware of being caught up in a stream of flowing abundance, and 
as long as the economy continues to expand in that fashion they will be 
part of its pattern and its values. 

9. Poverty and Wealth 

Even at the pitch of prosperity, American life does not lack its pathos 
of privation. This is the darker side o^the crescent moon.* Americans 
like to call those on whom the dreary burdens of privation fall the 
“underprivileged groups.” It is in itself a revealing periphrasis, its prem¬ 
ise being that these are not the dispossessed or disinherited, or the ex* 

* This section should be read along with sections 1 and 10 of this chapter, where 
the problem of poverty is placed in its setting along with other plffcses of the going 
economy; see also Ch. Ill, Sec. 6, "The Sinews of Welfare/' and Ch. VII, Sec. a, 
"The Seats of the Mighty." 
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ploited, or the insulted and injured, but merely some who have got less 
than others of the gravy of life. 

Franklin Roosevelt, who was less unctuous, spoke of them in his 
Second Inaugural in 1937 with a classic directness. He saw them “try¬ 
ing to live on incomes so meager that the pall of family disaster hangs 
over them day by day,” living “under conditions labeled indecent by a 
so-called polite society half a century ago . - . lacking the means to buy 
the products of farm and factory. ... I see one third of a nation ill- 
housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished.” 

The situation has changed considerably since Roosevelt spoke, but 
the spread between what Disraeli called the “two nations” is still there. 
A Senate committee made a study of the 1948 income figures which 
showed that a fourth of the American families (9,600,000) had incomes 
below $2,000 a year, or about $38 a week. Many were farm families, a 
large number were in the charge of old people, in others a widow was 
wage earner or the head of the family had been disabled. In many cases 
the worker was too unskilled to command a decent wage and could get 
no education to improve his lot. Of the nonfarm families in the poverty 
group, one out of five were Negroes. 

Given the 1948 price levels, $2,000 a year for a family was on the 
margin of subsistence and well below the conservative budgets for 
minimum decent family living. One out of every ten American families 
was below the $i,ooo-a-year mark, which means wretched poverty. Sena^ 
tor Sparkman’s subcommittee asked some social work agencies to find 
out how American families managed to make ends meet on less than 
$2,000 a year. In a study of 100 such families it was found that they went 
almost entirely meatless and fruitless, ate mainly starchy foods, cut down 
on tobacco, could afford no milk except for babies, bought day-old 
bread and second-hand clothing, and lived in crowded, light-deprived 
slums. One need not underscore what this means in terms of disease, 
ignorance, crime, cultural impoverishment, and the waste of ability and 
life potential through the denial of opportunity. 

A decade of prosperity had cut the Roosevelt “one third of a nation” 
to one fourth in 1948. Since that time the decrease has continued, al¬ 
though at a slower rate. Comparing the 1948 figures with the 1954 fig¬ 
ures, the number of families with iaoome of under $2,000 dropped from 
9,600,000 to 8,300,000—meaning that they decreased from 25 per cent 
to so per cent, or from one fourth to one fifth of the nation. However, 
the price inflation made these figures less meaningful: when prices were 
adjusted, the drop was only from 9,600,000 to 9,400,000. This was taking 
place, moreover, at a time when the rise in income and living standards 
at the upper half of the national scale was steady and substantial. 

The over-ail family income figures in America portray a nation of 
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rising prosperity. The U.S. Commeice Department figures for mid-1955 
gave an average family income of $5,600 a year, with an average for 
nonfarm families of $6,393 a > ear - The Census Bureau figures were 
lower but applied to a somewhat earlier period; the Commerce Depart¬ 
ment figures were more descriptive of the trend of mounting prosperity 
and inflated prices. Even the lowest estimates gave the average family 
income in 1955 at $4,200 a year. But the more significant figures were 
those showing the increased income of Americans during the years of 
the postwar boom. In 1948, 21 per cent of the American families (over 
8,000,000) had an income of over $5,000; in 1954 the percentage had 
risen to 30 per cent (12,700,000 families), with allowance for price in¬ 
creases. Similarly, in 1947, 5 per cent of the American families had in¬ 
comes of $7,500 and over, accounting for 23 per cent of the nation’s in¬ 
come; in 1954, 11 per cent had similar incomes, accounting for 31 per 
cent of the nation's income. Perhaps the most dramatic figure of all had 
to do with incomes between $5,000 and $10,000 a year. In 1947, 11 per 
cent of the American families were in this range, totaling 22 per cent 
of the nation’s income; in 1954, 35 per cent were in the $5,000 to $10,000 
range, totaling 42 per cent of the nation's income. There could be no 
doubt that the large middle class of Americans, as well as the elite 
groups, were living well in the mid-1950s. 

Yet these rising living standards, along with high productivity and 
full employment—the three idols of liberal economic striving—proved 
to be compatible with a hard residuum of poverty. In a breakdown of 
the income changes between 1935-36 and 1948, Dewey Anderson esti¬ 
mated that, after making allowance for price changes, only 4 per cent of 
the sixty-nine-billion-dollar increase in national income went to the low¬ 
est fifth of the population, less than 20 per cent went to the lowest two 
fifths, while more than 36 percent went to the top fifth. Just the increase 
in itself for the top fifth was almost equal to the entire income of the 
bottom two fifths of the population in 1948, and four times the total 
income of the lowest fifth. The income of the lowest fifth in the earlier 
period was one thirteenth that of the top fifth, and in the later period, 
one twelfth, indicating that the income spread was decreasing only 
slightly, while the living standards of all groups were going up. 

The 1954 figures on the incomes of American families varied depend¬ 
ing on the source of the figures. According to the Office of Business Eco¬ 
nomics 10 per cent of the families had incomes of less than $2,000 a year, 
and 20 per cent less than $3,000. The Federal Reserve figures were 15 
per cent under $2,000 and 26 per cent under $3,000; the jQensus Bureau 
figures were 20 per cent under $2,ooo and 32 per cent under $3,000. The 
OBE figures showed 50 per cent over $5,000, while the Federal Reserve 
showed 43 per cent and the Census Bureau 37 per cent. 
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Some deny that poverty in America is mainly due to a faulty distribu¬ 
tion of America’s vast national income. They argue that it is a matter of 
productivity. Yet a rise in general productivity is not likely to do much 
for sharecroppers, migratory workers, Negroes who are kept out of a 
living wage through discrimination in industry and in education, oldei 
men who are ousted from good jobs, disabled men waiting for a chance 
at rehabilitation. An increase in productivity means a greater national 
income and prosperity. But into what channels the prosperity flows, 
whether it goes mainly into salaried income or corporate dividends, 
whether it is diffused or concentrated, whether it is siphoned off mainly 
into the top income levels or is used to allay the cruder inequalities in 
income distribution: these are the important questions. To ignore the 
distributive aspect is to assume that new productivity will somehow drip 
down from the top to the bottom. 

Thus, in terms of income, as in terms of economic power, there is still 
an inequality pyramid in America which the recent years of income ex¬ 
pansion have not substantially leveled out. The standard of living for the 
lowest fourth of the population, difficult enough in itself because of the 
price inflation, was psychologically more difficult because it was meas¬ 
ured against the backdrop of vast luxury expenditures. In a typical boom 
year (1949) Americans spent $37 million on horse and dog races and $233 
million on pari-mutuel betting; spent $8.5 billion for alcoholic drinks, 
more than a half biliion for taxis, and $22 billion for clothes and jewehy. 
The poverty at the bottom of the pyramid was the harder to bear because 
of the lush living not only at the top (this has been true throughout his¬ 
tory) but even in the middle-income groups. 

Thus it is that the income distribution in America is tangled up with 
paradoxes. Compared with the corresponding groups in Southeast Asia 
or the Near East, Africa or South America, Russia or China, or even 
Italy or Greece, the living standards of the lower fourth of America are 
relatively good. The distance between a maharaja and a starving Indian 
villager is not paralleled in America, since most of the corporate man¬ 
agers live unobtrusively, without the ostentation of the feudal princes, 
plowing their profits back or consolidating them in vast corporate hold¬ 
ings. There is nothing in America quite like the poverty of peasants in 
Haiti or the southern Mexican provinces, or the villagers of India and 
the fellaheen of Egypt. Americans have never become deadened to pov¬ 
erty, nor have they accepted disease and high infant mortality as the 
visitation of Providence. 

The striking fact about wealth in America is that its range goes far 
beyond anything known in the history of the world's great fortunes. 
Robert Heilbroner, who has freshjy surveyed the "great acquisitors of 
history," points out that Jacob Fugger in early modern times accumu- 
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lated I75 million in his lifetime, that John D. Rockefeller left an estate 
of less than $900 million, but that General Motors' income before taxes in 
the year 1955 alone was $2.5 billion, and its income after taxes almost 
$t.2 billion. From 1945 to 1955 corporate business in America averaged 
$34 billion in profits annually before taxes, and half of that after taxes. 
Even more striking is the fact that in the top income brackets in 1952, 
with incomes of a million dollars or over, more than 45 per cent of the 
total incomes came from dividends, and another 45 per cent from capi¬ 
tal gains, estates, and trusts, while only ii / 2 per cent came from salaries. 
The very rich in America, one must conclude with Heilbroner, "are not 
money-makers but money-receivers.” The figures are only slightly dif¬ 
ferent for the incomes between $1/2 million and $1 million. The propor¬ 
tion of earned to unearned income in the $100,000 to $500,000 bracket 
is roughly 40 to 53 per cent, and it is not until the $50,000$ 100,000 
bracket that they become 63 to 33 per cent. The last two brackets are 
roughly the corporate managers; the top two are the wealthy rentiers 
living on income from past accumulation. 

The paradoxes of wealth and poverty in America stretch further than 
these dramatic figures. One may say that, unlike Asia and Africa, pov¬ 
erty is not organic to the American economic system. With all the glar¬ 
ing inequalities of life in India or Iran, Italy or China, the poverty of 
the impoverished is part of the poverty of the country as a whole. In the 
backward economies of Asia and Africa or even some of the once pros¬ 
perous economies of western Europe, there is now not enough national 
income to go around. The important fact about the American economy 
is that there is. One would not have to cut much into the high corporate 
profits or into lush living at the top and the ample comfort in the mid¬ 
dle brackets to wipe out the poverty of the lower fifth, who make less 
than $2,000 a year. The rich need not be much less rich for the poor to 
be very much less poor. The poverty of America, in fact, is almost en¬ 
tirely outside the economic sphere proper. An analysis of the families in 
the income groups below $2,000 and $3,000 shows that it is largely the 
poverty of anti-Negro discrimination, of exclusion from adequate educa¬ 
tion, of physical or psychological handicap. It is also, in the case of the 
marginal farmer or marginal petty trader, the poverty of noncapitalist 
enterprise. The economy of the corporate empires has little room for it. 
America is the first civilization in history that has at its command the 
means for the total abolition of poverty. 

/ 

Given the nature of the hard core of poverty, the natural answer has 
been a welfare democracy, with its steep tax structure, its minimum- 
wage laws, and its growing network of social-security benefits, America 
has not moved so far or so fast in this direction as Britain and the 
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Scandinavian countries, which are far less able to carry the load. This 
is due mainly to the swaggering American sense that in a dynamic 
economy a mounting productivity will absorb all social ills; that those 
who fall by the way are lazy or weak; and that the concern about eco¬ 
nomic security is a debilitating trait in any culture. So ingrained has 
this been in the American mind that even the victims of the Great 
Depression used to take themselves at the valuation of the possessors and 
wonder whether the fault might not, after all, be their own. It is this 
outlook that has made "relief” so vulnerable a target for those who de¬ 
cried the retreat from the ancient virtues. 

It is a hard thing to be a poor man in any culture, but hardest to be 
a poor man in a rich culture. It is equally hard to be a helpless man in 
a power culture that has not lost the ideals of the "masterless man." The 
effect of poverty on the human personality in America makes it as 
wasting as it is wasteful, as withering as it is needless. The people at the 
bottom of the pyramid spend so much of their waking hours thinking 
about how to make ends meet that they have little energy left for the 
available stir that fills American life, and none for recreation, clubs, or 
the cultural resources to which most Americans now have access. Worst 
of all, they feel alienated from the rest of the culture, with no subcul¬ 
ture of their own (like the proletarian culture of France or Italy) to 
give them comfort or a sense of cohesion. 

In more static societies the underlying population has learned to ac¬ 
cept its lot as a kind of fatality; in societies with a permanent prole* 
tariat, there is a proletarian consciousness which may offer some nourish¬ 
ment, so that poverty has a kind of psychic balance sheet. But in a rich 
consumers' civilization, with abundance so pervasively present, those 
who are caught in scarcity feel themselves not only the despised and 
rejected but tome to despise themselves. They are the outsiders to whom 
the culture gives only denials, who lose their sense of confidence, and 
who in many cases do not even have the consolations of a traditional, 
deeply felt religion. 

Their only hope is that by some secular miracle what they have missed 
will somehow be achieved by a child who will win the big prizes and 
thus get into the swim of the Golden River. 

jo. The Emerging A malgam 

During the 1930s and 1940s the Great Debate in America, aside from 
foreign policy, was on the relation of business and government—or, as 
J. S. Mill put it, "the province of government” in the economy. Much 
of this Great Debate moved out of the economic sphere itself and by the 
1950s had become political polemics. Under both major parties the 
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government pushed very far into what was once considered “fsee enter¬ 
prise,” and both business and labor have come to accept government's 
new role. As the political capital of America, Washington has become a 
polar center of business power to rival New York. In the war economies 
and "readiness economies” of the past generation, the once accepted 
lines of demarcation between free enterprise and government control 
have little meaning. Some of the biggest of the big corporations are one- 
customer enterprises, doing most of their work for the government and 
depending for their profits and existence on government contracts. On 
the other hand, the crucial decisions within the government on ques¬ 
tions of priorities, allocations of scarce materials, distribution of plants, 
and price control are made by men identified all their lives with cor¬ 
porate systems. Even in the case of industries not directly involved in 
armaments, the scale of taxation, the control of credit and of investment, 
and government fiscal policies have played havoc with the old terms of 
"free enterprise" and "Socialism.” 

What is emerging in America is a new amalgam of the old elements, 
so welded together that they are scarcely recognizable in the final 
product. There are still clearly private sectors of the economy, and 
there are also clearly public sectors. But the trend is away from both, 
toward the new amalgam in which the private sector is a form of 
business collectivism and the public sector is a form of state capitalism. 

■ Another way of putting the trend is to note that the old boundaries 
between the "private corporation” and the "welfare state” are no 
longer as clear as they were. The needs of continuous large-scale in¬ 
dustrial employment, without the cost of violence and bitterness, 
have led many corporations to adopt welfare plans for health insur¬ 
ance, recreation, employee housing, retirement pensions and annuities. 
Thus a welfare corporation has taken its place alongside the welfare 
trade-union and the welfare state. Together they form a welfare de¬ 
mocracy. There are still sharp differences about how the financial 
burdens shall be distributed between them, but only the dinosaur right 
wing of conservatism challenges the goal itself. 

The main area of conflict is still the choice of techniques for or¬ 
ganizing a stable economy. While placing stress on lower taxes, the 
encouragement of investment, and the minimum possible regulation 
by government agencies, a business group like the Committee for Eco¬ 
nomic Development shows how far the more liberal corporate managers 
are willing to go in accepting the amalgam itself. The emphasis of the 
American Keynesians is upon- tax policies, credit controls, government- 
subsidized construction, and a periodic assessment of over-all trends 
and over-all needs. 
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In these terms the American economy is today an example neither 
of pure "capitalism" (as so many Europeans and Asians still seem to 
think) nor of "creeping Socialism” (as some of the more frightened 
American Tories seem to think). It is becoming a mixed economy, 
with large areas of freedom and varied techniques of regulation, con¬ 
trol, and some forms of planning. Those who fear that a mixed econ 
omy is the “road to serfdom”—a halfway house toward totalitarianism 
—are worried about this trend. Still others wonder whether so plural¬ 
istic an economy may not lead to chaos, whether a "hybrid” economic 
system does not distill all the worst elements of public and private 
ownership without any of their merits, and whether an economic 
“house divided against itself" can stand. 

American history since 1933 is such as to calm the doubters on at 
least several of these scores. The experience since the start of the 
New Deal has been that of dynamic economic growth. That is why the 
crises of European economies are not relevant to the case of America. 
With its immense resources and its capital accumulation, and with a 
national income of close to $400 billion a year, America does not have 
to make the cruel choice the Europeans still have to make between 
immediate living needs and capital equipment. The steadily rising 
expenditures for social services and for armaments have still left room 
for higher profit levels, greater capital formation, improved wage 
scales and living standards. This may seem to be a mathematical im¬ 
possibility, but with full use of labor, resources, and machinery, the 
expanding national product can take much in its stride that was once 
considered burdensome. 

The arms phase of the new amalgam raises the question of whether 
the continuing economic dynamism of America would be possible 
without arms expenditures, and whether an economy geared to wai 
production for a generation can make the change-over to a peace 
economy without serious disruption. Most American economists say 
yes to this, pointing to the New Deal, which used a nonmilitary pub 
lie-works program to considerable effect, and to the early years after 
World War II when the American economy prospered in a period of 
demobilization and against the Cassandralike forebodings of heavy 
unemployment. A '‘mature" economy,„which has exhausted its capacity 
for rapid spontaneous growth, could not use the stimulus of war pro¬ 
duction to produce enough for the purposes of life as well as of death. 
But by the growth of such new industries as radio and television, anti¬ 
biotics, the electrical industries, commercial aviation, and the non- 
armament phases of the chemical industries, the American economy 
has shown that it is far from "mature” in this sense. It is capable of 
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growth from within—from the convergence of great resources, capital 
formation, technology, labor skills, and consumer standards. 

The only doubt about this argument is less economic than political. 
In the extreme emergency of economic crisis, as in *933 36. it proved 
politically possible for Congress to vote a large peacetime public- 
works program. But afterward both the Roosevelt and Truman Ad¬ 
ministrations found it more difficult: there was always the Con¬ 
gressional fear that the taxes and expenditures for peacetime uses 
would extend "Socialism." The Eisenhower Administration left its 
public-works program for a new network of highways largely to state 
rather than Federal subsidy. Every administration finds that it is 
easier to get billions for defense than millions for Federal hydroelectric 
projects and river-valley developments. The Republicans felt that they 
had taken important steps under President Eisenhower to convert the 
economy to peacetime production and charged the Democrats with a 
dependence upon war expenditures for prosperity. This was an inter¬ 
esting reversal of the usual European situation where it is the con¬ 
servatives who are under attack for relying on a war economy and 
the Left which takes the position that capitalism is doomed without 
war. But it should be remembered that the antiwar tradition in 
America has been mainly isolationist and Republican, and that Sena¬ 
tor Taft opposed foreign interventionism largely on the ground of its 
weakening effect on the economy. The liberal Democratic economists 
counterattacked in the mid-1950s with the confident assertion that only 
a bold program of a full-employment economy could be counted upon 
to effect the conversion. 

In economic terms the expansion through arms expenditures oper¬ 
ates much as would any other-by a kind of investment and managerial 
conscription. One of the weaknesses of a “normal” capitalism is that 
periodically there is “oversaving,” which is a way of saying that there 
is both underinvestment and underconsumption. In an arms economy, 
which is accompanied by a much higher tax rate than would other¬ 
wise be politically feasible, the high taxes cut into the savings, and the 
corporations—to keep expanding—have to use large blocs of their in¬ 
come for investment and expansion. The government does not use 
the taxes for investment in the private sector but as expenditures 
which nonetheless increase employment, thereby increasing further 
the capacity to consume. In this sense an arms economy keeps the 
economic energies flowing, but the energies must first be there: it can 
never be a substitute for them. It also conscripts for the purpose of the 
new state capitalism the managerial abilities of the best minds in the 
corporate bureaucracy, who would be hostile to a state capitalism un* 
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der conditions that invoked their class bitterness rather than their pa¬ 
triotism. 

With all this extension of the tax structure and government spend¬ 
ing, the American economy continues to develop within pluralistic 
forms. American industry has no single pattern of operation or of 
power. What applies to autos or cigarettes does not apply to textiles 
or coal, and none of them in turn applies to magnesium or the chemi¬ 
cal industries. A by-product of the TNEC inquiry in the mid-1930s was 
the evidence it gave of a kind of inventory of capitalist industrial 
action, showing the plurality of procedures by which the various seg¬ 
ments of American industry operated. Even if a form of Socialism 
were to arise in America, it would have to reckon with such pluralistic 
material and be an extremely sophisticated Socialism. On the other 
hand, the TNEC reports also showed the similarity of the larger pat¬ 
tern of power under the dissimilar surfaces of industrial production, 
pricing, and distribution. From this at least some Americans may con¬ 
clude that with the proper knowledge—and perhaps even with much of 
the same managerial talent—what a private corporation can do can 
also be done by a government corporation, such as those already ex¬ 
isting in hydroelectric power in the Tennessee and Columbia valleys, 
and to some extent in atomic power. If such a new Socialism were to 
emerge, it would have to discard the dogma that sees nationalization 
as a grand and simple plan and apply the same pragmatic approach 
to the government corporations that is now applied to the private 
corporations. 

For the present at least, however, the economic direction of America 
is not toward state Socialism, even in the form of the government 
corporation. It is toward the extension of the New Deal as an amalgam 
of state capitalism and business collectivism. This is becoming clearer 
in those industries which get their contracts from the government, 
have their supplies allocated by the government, are allowed to write 
off generous obsolescence at government expense for plants built at 
government behest, and pay heavy chunks of their profits to the govern¬ 
ment in the form of taxes, which are then plowed back into the ap¬ 
propriations that make the contracts possible. It is shown also within 
the structure of the corporation itsdk where profit and private prop¬ 
erty have lost their old relations to business enterprise, and a new 
managerial form of business collectivism has risen to replace the old 
economic individualism. 

Insofar as this complex economy is subject to planning, it is ob¬ 
viously different from the kind envisaged by Democratic Socialist 
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theory, or practiced in such mild Socialisms as the British ar Scandi¬ 
navian, and it is of course drastically different from that of the 
Communist economies. Using the distinction between direct and in¬ 
direct planning, the basic planning element in the American economy 
is indirect. That is to say, instead of nationalization or codes of regu¬ 
lation and control by government administrators, the planning is 
mainly by pressures, nudges, and prods. The Keynesian revolution 
in economic theory has largely taken over American economic policy. 
An excellent system of national income accounting has been developed, 
and an over all survey is made periodically, presumably for the Presi¬ 
dent by his Council of Economic Advisers, but actually for the 
whole of industry and the fraternity of economists. These and many 
other surveys made by corporations, foundations, and professional 
business analysts are studied by the whole community, and a rough 
consensus is always in process about what must be done to avert too- 
violent swings of the business cycle. The “indirect planning” controls 
can then be put into operation: tax policies, government bond flota¬ 
tion programs, Federal Reserve interest policies, armament or other 
public-work programs, installment selling control, credit control, price- 
control and wage-control policies. 

These indited methods involve a loss of speed and precision of 
movement, especially since many of the measures depend on Con¬ 
gressional action, which tends strongly to be hostile toward any efforts 
at economic control. Above all, it must be understood that the effec¬ 
tiveness of the methods depends largely on influencing corporate and 
liade-union policies, and must be achieved by persuasion rather than 
coercion. This feature of American planning, which is anathema to 
the dogmatic Socialists, is exactly what recommends it to the new 
American liberalism. For whatever may be lost in the process of this 
kind ot planning, what is gained is a degree of spontaneous energy in 
the economy as a whole, a sense of freedom of movement which is 
the principal element in American economic dynamism. There is a 
clinging so far as possible to decentralized decision, a degree of de¬ 
votion to economic pursuits through the spur of managerial effective¬ 
ness and private success that is hard to achieve through direct plan¬ 
ning and impossible to achieve by coercion. 

Thus America is evolving a trrtium quid between an unmanaged 
capitalism and a tightly planned and managed Socialism: a loosely 
planned and indirectly controlled progressive capitalism, whose big 
prizes continue to go to the rich, but which keeps a prosperous economy 
going for the nation as a whole; which is sprawling, wasteful, still un¬ 
just in its distribution, Byzantine in its extravagance, precipitous in 
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the differences between the big rewards and the mean existences; bul 
which is nevertheless still in the process of growth, with undiminished 
bursting energies, already touching a $400 billion national product, 
and capable in time of organizing the economic life of 300 million 
people or more. 

The long-debated question of the survival power of such an econ¬ 
omy has been basically resolved, but not without lingering anxiety. 
Not an anxiety about the inherent strength and staying power of the 
economy and its capacity for growth, but about the ways in which it 
achieves stability. America is today the only great economy capable 
of large-scale export of capital: even the Russians cannot rival it in 
this respect. If we can speak of the “imperialism” of the American 
economy, it is in this sense of capital export: a very different type of 
imperalism from the classic type which sought to pump capital from the 
colonies into the nation instead of exporting it. But American foreign 
economic aid has largely aimed at helping other economies enough to 
keep them from moving toward communism. Its capital exports have 
thus had a political purpose, like its own internal arms economy. And 
they raise a similar question of how long they can continue without 
either military explosion or internal business contraction. 

But this prospect is more of a logical dilemma than an actual one. 
By the same logic the American economy should have been doomed 
long ago, during the Great Depression. In this sense the turning point 
in the history of the American economy came with the New Deal, 
which tried to transform as much of the economy as was necessary to 
save the whole of it, along with the political, speial, and moral systent 
that went with it. While the New Deal was full of blunders and im¬ 
provisations, it did hit on corrective measures which restored the 
vitality that had seemed wholly lost. The final pattern included a set 
of governmental strategies to guard against the plague of boom-and- 
bust cycles which had blighted the economy; to keep small business 
from being crowded out; to keep the bigness of the Big Corporation 
within controllable bounds, by holding-company legislation and anti¬ 
trust prosecutions; to set up a system of social security and deal with 
the more blatant forms of social misery; to equalize the bargaining 
power of trade-unions as against the big corporations; to lift the living 
standards and the purchasing power of groups whose lack of buying 
capacity had formerly dragged the economy down; to use fiscal con¬ 
trols and public-works programs as ways of preventing oversaving and 
of filling in the gaps left by private enterprise; to push production 
levels toward the full potentials of the national plant. 

Thus America has moved under the prodding of necessity toward 
enlarged sectors of public action in the economy. In terms, of dogma 
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Americans have looked askance at every step in the process. Some have 
called it "creeping Socialism” and worse. But under the spur of the 
Great Depression and of two world wars, and with the thrust of the 
traditional democratic welfare impulse, the economy has kept moving 
in this direction in spite of name-calling. The historic impulse of 
Americans has been to cling to the private sectors wherever they can 
and move toward the public sector only where they must. 

There is no danger within the American psychology that Americans 
will embrace a subservience to the state out of dogmatic enthusiasm. 
The greater danger lies in the fact that the big power structures in 
America are the aggregates of corporate power; that they function 
very much as governments function; that more than ever they control 
the agencies of public opinion and influence the direction of educa¬ 
tion and belief; and that, given the necessary extensions of the public 
sector, they may prefer a continuing arms economy to the alternative 
of successive New Deals. 

By way of summing up, and striking a final balance of the nature 
and operation of the American economy, several observations must be 
added. 

The first is that the whole profile of what used to be called "eco¬ 
nomic problems” has changed. The strictly economic issues—those of 
production and productivity, of the distributive mechanisms, even 
to some extent the issue of the size of the economic unit and the di¬ 
vision of the national product—have increasingly become technical 
problems and have been pushed into the background. What may be 
called the political, psychological, and moral issues of the economy 
have come into the foreground, and the anxiety that an observer must 
still feel about the economy must more and more be directed to them. 

The American economy of today is not the same one that Veblen 
attacked at the turn of the century and John Bates Clark defended, 
nor is it even the same that the TNEC described and analyzed in its 
path-breaking survey at the end of the 1930s. There are few more 
remarkable stories in the history of social institutions than the way in 
which the American economy transformed itself and its problems in 
the era of the Big Technology and the Big Market. 

The problem of scarcity, for example, which is so dominant a 
problem in other economies, has practically ceased to exist for Ameri¬ 
cans A dramatic illustration is the decreasing number of Americans 
who are involved with production itself, in the sense of coming into 
contact with the soil or other natural resources, or $yen in the manu¬ 
facture of basic subsistence goods. There is a style or flavor to an 
economy as to other segments of a culture. A vivid feature of the 
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American economic style is the rise of the tertiary industries, which go 
beyond farming and manufacture to form a distributive and service 
sector of the economy. 

This is bound to have an impact on the psychological climate of 
the culture. It means the end of economic man, in the primitive sense 
of having to confront the eternal environment in constant struggle. 
It also means that the American lives and strives more derivatively 
than he once did, without the sense of immediacy that came from 
contact with the soil and from the skills of craftsmen and artisans. 
Perhaps a fairer way to put it is to say that the basic economic skills 
and arts have not vanished or become less real to the people them¬ 
selves but have changed in form. The production arts—those of homo 
faber —apply to ever fewer people, and for them they are becoming 
highly technical and professional. For more and more Americans the 
economic skills have become either the engineering skills or else the 
middleman skills of salesmanship, advertising, distribution, and 
servicing. 

The ordinary American has come to assume that somehow the 
"goods” will be there for the economy as a whole. He doesn’t have to 
produce them or worry about them. His job and worries are either to 
think about the machines that will produce them and how to keep 
them from breaking down, or else to run around seeing people, or sit 
in his office or shop while they come to see him, or push pieces of 
typed paper around, or see that things or people get from one place 
to another in an orderly fashion, or think up slogans, or devise little 
selling tricks that will get the sales volume of one brand of car or 
detergent or one model of dress ahead of the others. Even the earlier 
economic virtues have been transformed: thrift, industriousness, 
tenacity, daring, have given way to efficiency, technical expertness, 
the ability to handle people (“human relations”), organizational ad¬ 
justment and loyalty, and a high degree of mobility. 

The result is a pervasive air of unreality that encompasses the 
economy. It is as if everyone were involved in the intermediate and 
satellite processes and by-products instead of in the products them¬ 
selves. The American knows that he makes his living but has little 
sense of how this fits into the collective means of livelihood for others 
and for the society as a whole. Little wonder then that he finds it 
hard to identify himself with the plight of the underdeveloped econo¬ 
mies in Asia and Africa, whose pioblems are so unlike those of his 
own economy. 

The debate on the concentration and diffusion of economic power 
in America has largely taken the place of the older debates on cen- 
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tralism and federalism in government. The .same dualism which runs 
through American attitudes in many segments of life is dramatically 
present in the attitude toward bigness and monopoly in economic 
life. As with science, the feeling about corporate bigness contains ele¬ 
ments both of fear and attraction, of the impulse to leave it alone 
and the impulse toward control. In fact, this mixed attitude does not 
merely separate conservatives from liberals, and Hamiltonians from 
Jeffersonians, but it is to be found as a dual strain in every American. 
Lewis Galantiere has put it well: “Just as every Frenchman may be 
said to be at one and the same time a child of monarchial authori¬ 
tarianism (Richelieu, Louis XIV, Napoleon) and of Republican in¬ 
dividualism (the Revolution of 1789), so every American contains 
within him the seed of Hamiltonian mercantilism and the seed of 
Jeffersonian agrarianism with its distrust of the merchant. Americans 
have encouraged unbridled business enterprise as Hamiltonians; they 
have been suspicious of it as Jeffersonians.” 

This being so, one may say that the new amalgam of economic 
freedom and economic control which I have described is more ex¬ 
pressive of the American economic mind and temper than any other 
system could be. To put it concretely, there is a free money market 
but if it shows any sign of going berserk there are Federal Reserve 
controls to check it; there is a system of free farmers, but if their in¬ 
come falls too badly there are government parity payments and other 
subsidies to bolster it; there is free profit-making and profit-taking, 
but in order to perform the functions which keep them free the gov¬ 
ernment takes a big bite of them in taxes; there is a free labor and 
talent market, but to make sure that it does not end in wretchedness 
there is also a governmental social-security setup; there are thousands 
of small firms that supply General Motors, but there is also General 
Motors in all its magnitude; there is wide stock dispersal of A.T.&T. 
and other such corporations, but there is also a tight managerial con¬ 
trol on the conduct of their operations. If this amalgam did not al¬ 
ready exist it would be necessary for Americans to invent it. 

One of the results of the debate about business bigness has been 
the emergence of a “New Enlightenment” in economic thought, led 
notably by J. M. Clark, M. A. Adelman, Peter F. Drucker, and (in his 
later phase) David E. Lilienthal. Their contention, in essence, is that 
Americans have paid too much attention to the advantages of small¬ 
ness in the business unit and free-market competition; that there are 
forms of business bigness which do not involve the evils of monopoly 
power, and that there are new forms of competition which achieve the 
same results as the older ones. Clark used the test at “workable com¬ 
petition”—not whether competition is free but whether the gains re- 
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suiting from the advantages of corporate bigness, in the form of lower 
costs, higher wages, industrial peace, greater innovation, and more 
funds for research, are passed on to the consumer and the worker. 

There is obviously a good deal of force to this view. Certainly there 
have been consumer advantages flowing from the emergence of the 
big automobile companies, the big food chains, and the great manu¬ 
facturers of new synthetics. Nor can it be doubted that bigness must 
be separated from monopoly: some big corporations are not in a 
monopoly position but simply express the increased size of the market, 
while some small corporations are strategically located to exercise 
monopoly power. Yet it is wishful to say that because there have been 
social advantages from bigness, therefore the anxieties about it may 
be dismissed. What is happening is that the emerging amalgam has 
found still another form in which to express itself, that of an amalgam 
of competitive and monopolistic practices which defies any neat state¬ 
ment by the economists and adds to the pluralistic character of the 
American economy. It appears to be achieving some of the results 
that its defenders acclaim while pushing very close to some of the 
dangers that its critics deplore. Despite the prevailing degree of 
industrial oligopoly, the performance of the American economy has 
been a brilliant one. Yet the price that has been paid is a growing 
amount of vertical integration, a tendency to pass on to the consumer 
not only reduced costs but also the increased prices flowing from 
wage settlements between the Big Corporation and Big Unionism, and 
the power of corporate bigness to put pressure on government itself 
and exact conformity from its managers and technicians. 

I have mentioned the doctrine of "countervailing power" which 
Galbraith has introduced into the economic vocabulary. This has 
tended to reassure a number of liberals who might otherwise have 
continued to fight against the trend toward bigness. The picture they 
get is one of "bilateral monopoly,” in which the concentrated power 
of the corporation and the union balance each other: of inter industry 
competition, where glass bottles are challenged by tin cans and they 
in turn by paper containers; and of an industry-government equilib¬ 
rium in which the corporate power over price and output is balanced 
by the power of the Federal agencies to regulate and control them 
and by the position of the Federal government as a powerful (some¬ 
times the only) purchaser of what the corporation is selling. But 
Walter Adams has shown bitingly that the corporate-union bilateral 
monopoly tends to end in "escalator” arrangements by which the 
consumer is exploited by both sides; that inter-industry competition 
often means only that the older monopolies enter the field of the 
newer product (for example, the current mergers of motion-picture 
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chains with TV networks, or the entrance of big newspapers into the 
broadcasting field); and that the government agencies which are sup¬ 
posed to regulate the big corporations often end up by having their 
personnel diluted and replaced to make them more amenable to cor¬ 
porate pressures, while the government as the big or only purchaser 
of corporate products often finds the purchase contracts being written 
by military or civilian officials who had been connected with the in¬ 
dustry involved. 

Historically, however, the Galbraith approach has shed consider¬ 
able light on some of the factors that have kept the American economy 
relatively stable since the Great Depression. A good part of the basis 
for this stability is to be found in the operation of countervailing 
power which has prevented any of the "Bigs” from pursuing their own 
interests and accumulating their own power without thought of the 
economic picture as a whole. There is, of rouise, a ilanger that this ex¬ 
planation may become a new kind of Newtonianism, with a built-in 
self-regulating mechanism operating between the “Bigs.” Yet as a 
rough rule-of-thumb it is historically true that the pulls and pressures 
of these mastodons of business, labor, farming, distribution, and gov¬ 
ernment have done much to give balance to the economy. 

In themselves they could not have achieved this, but their balancing 
force has been aided by the fact that Americans have learned a good 
deal about countercyclical measures. Here again there is an emerging 
amalgam of measures taken at a number of levels and by a number 
of agencies: the periodic corporate surveys of resources, labor supply, 
the business market, capital expansion, and technological change; the 
similar surveys made on a larger scale by the Treasury, the Bureau 
of the Budget, and the Federal Reserve Board, and the readiness of 
these agencies to act through fiscal controls whenever there are danger 
signals; the techniques of striking a national economic trial balance 
periodically by the Council of Economic Advisers, which I have al¬ 
ready discussed. All of these in turn operate inside a price system 
which, whatever the inroads that have been made upon it by elements 
of closure, is still fluid enough to adjust itself to the actions taken by 
these groups and agencies. It may be said that, so far as the technical 
and economic problems are concerned, Americans now have adequate 
knowledge about how to stabilize their economy: the real question is 
whether they have the political wisdom and the moral courage to take 
the necessary measures. 

This leads to the most difficult question of all. If an organism is to 
have a healthy and stable growth, there must be a defection toward 
which that growth moves. One of the greatest defects of the American 
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economic system is that, while it has undergone revolutionary changes 
in almost every phase and area, it lacks a sense of direction. As long as 
the economy was moving away from scarcity, expansion was itself 
a goal, and there was an internalized drive toward the "bigger and 
better." But Americans have learned to be skeptical of the "bigger" 
in and for itself. As for the “better,” an acquisitive society has few 
ways of measuring it. For years “prosperity”—general and personal— 
was the aim of the American economy. America now has prosperity 
and is likely, unless there is a world catastrophe, to maintain it for 
decades at least. But where does it go from prosperity? 

In wholly planned economies there are external ciitcria imposed by 
political leaders and power elites. But America has wisely kept away 
from fusing its economic and political leadership. As for its power 
elite, which is mainly in corporate enterprise, the neutrality of the 
technicians which I have described in the previous chapter operates 
to a great extent for the corporate managers as well. To be sure, there 
is a continuing elan in the economy which is largely due, as Peter 
Drucker points out, to the vertical mobility which corporate enter¬ 
prise makes possible for very large numbers of its employees. And 
there is an additional elan in the new products, the new services, and 
the new leisure which the American economic achievement has made 
possible. Yet again it must be asked: what kinds of products, what 
kinds of services, and leisure for what? 

The only possible answer, here as elsewhere in American life, is that 
in the absence of an aristocracy to answer these questions authorita¬ 
tively for Americans, the answers are left to the decisions of millions 
of people-consumers, workers, small businessmen, farmers, corporate 
managers, union leaders, government policy-makers. The important 
fact about these decisions is, of course, a negative one: they are not 
imposed from without. This is why there is so much waste in American 
life. If Vcblen had been right and if there really had been a deeply 
rooted leisure class in America on which to base a theory, there would 
have been far more direction than there is on the side of standards 
of consumption and living. Since there is no such direction, it is left to 
the millions. 

Americans have a faith that four-million or seven million decision 
making points (the figures refer to the total number of enterprises 
and the number of nonfarm enterprises) are better than just a few. But 
they are better not because they are quantitatively greater, but only 
if they are free decisions and if a principle of taste and welfare informs 
them. One may ask how free they are when one remembers that Gen¬ 
eral Motors buys six billion dollars’ worth of products a year from 
twenty-one thousand “primary" suppliers. How much initiative and 
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self-reliance is left to the little fish that cluster around the big fish? 
Similarly, there are millions of technically trained men who supply 
skill, ideas, and research to the economy. Yet, as I have noted, they 
have to do their work and make their individual decisions within a 
buieaucratu framewoik which evokes only a limited initiative and a 
diminishing daring and accents the less admirable qualities of manipu¬ 
lation and success. I speak of the limited initiative: this betornes clear 
when you compare even the most generous big corporation with the 
typical exciting story of earlier business enterprise—that of the ob¬ 
scure man with an idea who throws his whole life into making a prod¬ 
uct, carves out a small business until it makes its mark and becomes 
nationally known, and has the satisfaction of constructive achievement. 
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IN WHICH we examine the curious but effective ways that Americans have of 
governing—and misgoverning—themsclv6S*&tai ting with the American "political 
style”—the belittling of politics , the contempt for the politician, the refusal to 
take politics in a ‘‘grand” fashion, yet also the political daring and piacttcal 
e\peitmentcilisin — we ash what basic contributions Americans have made to the 
arts of government in a free society (Sec. /, ‘‘The Style and Genius of American 
Politics”). }Ve then take a closer look at the concept of clem on ary (Sec 2, “The 
Demonntic Idea") in its double sense of republic an constitutionalism and the 
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“leaves of grass" belief in the common man, asking how and why this idea has 
been frustrated so often in American history. 

There follows an analysis of the most powerful office in the free world—the 
American Presidency—and the sources of its strength in the relation of the 
President to the people (Sec. ), “Presidency and Demos"). We then examine the 
most difficult and elusive phase of the American political system—the operation 
of the parties, the conduct of American voters, the ethnic and class bases of 
American political behavior, and the shifting lines of party growth (Sec. 4, "The 
Party System and the Voter"). This leads into the problem of how the power 
massed within the American political system operates, how it is concentrated 
and dispersed, and what its consequences are: the principal themes being the 
question of majorities and minorities, of power at the center and power at the 
rim (centralism as agcinst grass-roots localism), and the equilibrium which 
the American political .ystem has succeeded in maintaining amidst its tensions 
and conflicts (Sec. 5 , “Power and Equilibrium"). This, in turn, leads into the 
problem of the day-to-day operation of the American government in a man¬ 
agerial age, the growth of bureaucracy, and how Americans have coped with the 
dangers of stagnation, red tape, and arbitrary power (Sec. 6, “The Govern¬ 
mental Managers"). 

The final cluster of topics deals with American law and freedom. We ex¬ 
amine first the Congressional lawmakers, noting how the legislative function has 
been limited and transformed, and how the "watchdog " or investigative func¬ 
tion has grown (Sec. y, “Tribunes of the People"). We then turn to the nature 
and operation of the legal system and the American attitude toward law (Sec. 8, 
“Law and Justice"). This leads into a discussion of the Constitution, and of its 
guardians and interpreters—the U.S. Supreme Court, along with an analysis of 
how the Court has performed its tasks of interpretation, including the political 
aspects of the legal process (Sec. 9, “Keepers of the Covenant”). Finally we ex¬ 
amine (Sec. 10, "The Struggle for Civil Liberties") the status of civil liberties in 
America, the hazards to which they kave been exposed and the jeopardy in 
which they have recently found themselves. We note the great issues over 
which the struggle for civil liberties has raged—segregation and desegregation, 
the treatment of domestic Communism, the government security programs, the 
impact of investigating bodies on the freedom of the individual, the tenure and 
loyalty of teachers, the censorship of reading matter, the use and limits of wire 
tapping, the place of the alien in American law, the emergence of a "radical 
Right " as a new fact in American popular attitudes toward civil liberties. We 
end by noting the ways in which America is seeking to restore the strength of 
its great civil-liberties tradition. 
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i. The Style and Genius of A merican 
Politics 

E VERY civilization has a government of some sort, but each dif- 
i fers from the others in the way it organizes and conducts its political 
life—its mode and style of “politics.” Jakob Burckhardt, writing on 
the Italian Renaissance, noted that the men of the Renaissance made 
even the state a "work of art.” The Americans make their state, as 
they make their armies and corporations, a vast organizational achieve¬ 
ment: they speak of "the business of government.” To the sound 
middle-class American the most telling complaint against any ad¬ 
ministration is that it has been wasteful of the “taxpayer’s money." On 
the local level, politics is often regarded as a “racket"—that is, a 
cushioned berth where you can make a quick and easy dollar. And 
viewed in terms of spectator sports in a competitive society, politics 
is also seen as a vast competitive contest, played for the big stakes 
of office and power, but nonetheless a game: “the great game of 
politics.” 

But the observer will be misled if he concludes from this that Ameri¬ 
cans view' government solely through the eyes of economic man. Here 
is another instance of the polarity of the American character. With 
his ruling passion for freedom, the American is contemptuous of any 
government; he says, with Emerson, that “all states are corrupt.” Yet 
since the days when Jackson had his clash with the big banking groups, 
the "strong” Presidents and administrations which used the power of 
government effectively, whatever their party or program, have re¬ 
ceived a popular accolade as well as the verdict of history. The atti¬ 
tude of the American toward political power is a curiously dual one. 
They hem in their state governors, for example, with a Jungle of re¬ 
strictions; they seek to balance th^^power of every official with an¬ 
other official; they maintain bicameral legislatures (that are clearly 
archaic; they multiply agencies and offices, from the Federal to the 
local, instead of adding new powers to those of the old agencies. No 
people ever had less reason to fear the arbitrary abuse of governmental 
power, yet Americans have been traditionally reluctant to yield 
power, and they still tend to deflate it. In time of crisis, however, they 
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view power in a practical and undogmatic way. In every great emer¬ 
gency of the national existence they have yielded their government 
and leadership the necessary power for meeting it, whether the crisis 
be civil war, the danger of inner economic collapse, or the tragic bur¬ 
dens of world war in an industrial age. 

Yet while managing the problems of political power with tolerable 
success, they have also found it necessary to be antistate and anti- 
politician. The traditional American antistatism (or better, “anti-gov¬ 
ernment,” since Americans use "state” not as a political but as a geo¬ 
graphic expression) has stopped just short of anarchism, although Henry 
Thoreau and Benjamin Tucker show that a part of the American 
tradition crossed that line. The American anarchist strain is not, like 
the Italian or Spanish, mixed with syndicalism or with a peasant 
hostility toward the tax-gatherers; nor is it, like the Russian, mixed 
with a revolutionary aim. It flows rather from the tradition of indi¬ 
vidual self-reliance. The American, especially in rural America, felt 
he could get along by himself, and that the mastodon power of the 
government threatened the conduct of his life: in urban America this 
antistatism has been somewhat diluted by the mingling of ethnic 
strains, the multiplication ol new tasks for go\ eminent, and the 
turmoil of life. Yet even in rural America and even in the South to¬ 
day, where antistatism remains strongest, the attitude toward govern¬ 
ment has been a split one—positive when its help is needed, resentful 
when it seems to inter lore. 

Compared with the genuine if ambivalent antistatism of the indi¬ 
vidual, the element of laissez faire in American thinking—the anti¬ 
statism of the corporation—seems spurious. Ameiican business has 
not refused to accept state authority when it has taken the form of 
subventions, tariffs, or subsidies. Laissez faire has been therefore an 
opportunist antistatism, that of the corporation as a power form 
rivaling the state. It has found an e<ho in the Ameiican mind largely 
because the formative years of American political thinking were the 
years of revolt against British power, and back of that the period of 
British revolt against their own absolute monarchies; so that the cor¬ 
porate spokesmen had a convenient chance to clothe their cause in 
the intellectual garments of the struggle against Tudor and Stuart 
absolutism. Thus the anarchist and the rebel latent in every American 
have joined hands with corporate posver to proclaim that "the govern¬ 
ment is best which governs least." Or, as someone put it, the American 
motto is ‘‘Jn God we trust; in government we mistrust.” 

The most characteristic trait of the American political style thus 
became the belittling of politics; and with it the professionalizing 
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of the politician. The American is prone to suspect every government 
he elects. Nose-thumbing has become his traditional gesture not only 
of contempt for the politician but, even more, of the freedom to ex¬ 
press contempt, to show that Americans have a corrosive skepticism 
about those whom they have presumably chosen to govern them. The 
darling of the newspaper caricaturists has for decades been the bloated, 
gorilla-faced, cigar-in-mouth fellow with an inevitable be-watch- 
chained paunch. In the political zoology of the American mind he com¬ 
bines the qualities of swine and fox, feeding greedily at the public 
trough, plotting cunningly to win and hold power. In recent years 
his primacy in the caricatures has been challenged only by the 
bureaucrat—the only word in English, as Harold Ickes put it, that can 
be hissed although there is not a sibilant in it. 

Thus the politician and bureaucrat are fair game for every shaft, 
the sacrificial kings to whom the Americans grant power but whom 
they reserve the right to stone to death. The poorest, meanest, most 
misery-ridden fellow—the totvn drunk perhaps, the farm ne’er-do- 
well, or the city derelict—can say anything, no matter how scurvy, 
about a man in public office. Not only does he have the legal right, 
but it performs a therapeutic function for him: it shows who is boss, 
whose is the ultimate power, thus giving him an outlet for his frus¬ 
trations and consoling him for the disparity in power and income be¬ 
tween himself and his target.* 

This belittling of politics is partly responsible for the abandonment 
of politics to the professional politician. What you despise and attack 
you do not engage in or give your life to. This h^s meant a break with 
the Jacksonian doctrine of rotation in office, which was based on the 
belief that there are no mysteries in governing, just common sense, 
integrity, and a devotion to the public good, and that any able citi¬ 
zen can therefore do it; and which was itself a way of rationalizing 
the spoils system, and for taking politics away from the elite of ability 
and education. In the rise of the big city, and its strata of new im¬ 
migrants who were largely illiterate and were grateful for aid and 
guidance, the professional politician found his metier and gathered 
both money and power from it. 

A vicious circle came into being: the contempt for politics as preda¬ 
tion made the Americans shrink from the task of government; but the 
more they left a vacuum into which the professional politician moved, 
the more \iolently they recoiled from the result. Most of the able 
young people turned their talents to business and the professions, 

* Fur a further discussion of political power, see Sec. 5 , “Power and Equilibrium”; 
for the bureaucracy, see Sec. 6 , “The Governmental Managers”; for the professional 
politician, see Sec. 4 , "The Party System and the Voter." 
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where the great rewards loomed; and in many cases to (he armed 
forces, perhaps because war represented the only nonpecuniary calling 
with glamour and prestige attached to it. The arts of government, 
which the Greeks had deemed the noblest arts within human compe¬ 
tence, came to be considered defiling and defacing. In recent years a 
growing awareness of this gap between politics and creative talent has 
spread among the colleges and has served to counteract the tendency. 
This awareness was especially evident after World War II among the 
young veterans who came back to complete their studies under the G.I. 
subsidies and brought a new current of realistic intelligence into 
politics. 

Where the professionals operate, however, is not in public office 
itself but behind it. The officeholders—the mayors and governors, the 
state legislators, the whole array of county and state administrative 
officials, even the Congressmen themselves—are men of varying ability 
and integrity who may hold office for a few years and then go back to 
their private business. The threads of continuity in the skein of power 
are furnished not by them but by the party managers, the men who 
make a lifetime career of manipulation and alliances and have be¬ 
come masters of the "deal” and the "fix." They swing the whole vast 
structure of patronage, political profit, and power, using apathy as 
their medium and the party machinery as their leverage. The fact 
that there is no career tradition in officcholding itself, as in England, 
means that there is a gap between politics and the best creative talent 
of the country. It is what gives the professional political managers 
their chance to use their own talents. As Lincoln Steffens discovered 
in years of interviewing them, and many other newspapermen have 
confirmed, they are likely to be men who combine an ancient cun¬ 
ning with a massive will and the freshest energies of a new country. 

I have spoken of the political apathy of a large portion of the Ameri¬ 
can people. But this is part of a pattern which includes also streaks of 
"good government” reformism and considerable emotional and politi¬ 
cal invective. The history of American political campaigns is studded 
with outbursts of political passion, rough-and-tumble tactics of politi¬ 
cal combat, hyperbolic professions of patriotism, and the assignment 
of diabolical traits and motives to one's opponents. The deflationary 
gap between this verbal extremism and the actual continuities of 
power in the hands of professionals is likely to produce a kind of 
despair which leads to apathy, so that American politics offers to ob¬ 
servers the aspect of violent alternations between activity and quies¬ 
cence, and between moralism and cynicism. This* is true of foreign 
policy as well, with its alternations between isolationism and a cru¬ 
sading fervor. 
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On every showdown, however, what comes into the foreground of the 
pattern is the deep pragmatic strain of American political behavior: not 
moral doctrine and dogma, for which there is considerable scorn in the 
anti-intellectualism of a “practical” people, but a grappling with what¬ 
ever needs to be done—and doing it. There is little doctrinal commit¬ 
ment in American politics. The party combats do not take place in ide¬ 
ological terms but rather in the assessment of personalities and what they 
are likely to do. The growth in the independent nonparty votes is a 
sign that this is increasing rather than decreasing. Unlike the Europeans, 
the Americans have had no “grand” political theory; they rarely talk of 
the “state” or even of “government,” but rather of "the government” 
and “the Administration.” It is almost as if there were a fear of prin¬ 
ciples because they might lead to commitments from which it would be 
difficult to extricate oneself. This does not, of course, prevent the rise 
of waves of fanatical feeling and the suppression of unpopular ideas, 
which have swept the nation, especially after wars. Yet America has 
never enthroned fanaticism in national power. It has thus far managed 
to avoid following an authoritarian national leader or subscribing to 
any party-line “truth.” 

One of the great political documents, which is worth study for the 
light it sheds on the American political style, is the scries of commen¬ 
taries on the Constitution which have come down as The Federalist. 
The three collaborators—Hamilton, Jay, and Madison—were of different 
political leanings and were to play very different roles later, yet their 
preferences on politics were submerged in their common assumptions 
about the art of government. They had read widely and deeply, had 
studied the new political science of their day, and were skillful in con¬ 
scripting the beliefs and experience of antiquity to the purposes of the 
new venture in government. Yet they were not closet students but men 
who focused on the idea-in-action. They had a sense of the perilousness 
of the social fabric and at the same time of the tenacity of social habits, 
yet even as conservatives (which all of them were in varying degree) they 
had a bold capacity for political innovation. They were among the early 
realists who, long before Marx, saw the meaning of what we have come 
to call class structure and class conflict in relation to politics, yet they 
never lost their overriding sense of ifle national interest. As practical 
psychologists they knew about the elements of the irrational in men, 
which they called the “political passions”; and accordingly they sought 
to set limits to the power of government and were jealous of possible 
tyrannies in the name of the majority. Yet, though they elaborated on 
the checks and balances in a “mixed government” of separated powers, 
the state they were trying to create was an affirmative state, with more 
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power at the center than any Republic had ever possessed, fo perform 
the jobs of taxation, defense, and the control of the vital processes of 
the nation. What they sought was a government “energetic” enough, in 
the terms of their own day, “to preserve the Union.” 

In their combination of practical daring, along with conservative 
techniques for setting a brake on the underlying radicalism of the whole 
experiment, these men—like the whole group that framed the Consti¬ 
tution-expressed the American political genius not only of their own 
day but of the later centuries as well. The Americans have had to govern 
a vast territorial expanse, hold together diverse ethnic and sectional and 
economic groups, and organize a rapidly mounting mass of wealth and 
power. How well they have done it will long be argued, but that they 
have done it at all—and still survived as a tolerably free society-is no 
mean achievement for their system of government. 

The American governmental system, in practice rather than in theory, 
has made some notable contributions to the arts of government. The out¬ 
standing ones are federalism as a working equilibrium; the clinging to 
the rule of law, especially through the technique of judmal review by 
both state and Federal courts; the Constitutional convention as a way 
of formulating and revising the fundamental law; the two-party system 
as a method for insuring the freedom of political opposition and for 
organizing power and its transfer; Presidential government as opposed 
to parliamentarianism, and Presidential leadership anil responsibility as 
against the unstable shiftings of cabinet government; and the creation of 
semi-independent administrative agendes to carry out the burdens of 
democratic control of industry under conditions of modern technology. 

I put these in terms of political techniques and institutions largely 
because the Americans themselves, with their bent for mechanism, think 
of them in those terms. One could argue that the rule of law (although 
not judicial review) and the party system were both derived from British 
experience, and that to a lesser extent this holds true of the administra¬ 
tive agencies as well. Yet the question is not only one of originality but 
of the final stamp. The Americans have not pushed their innovating 
drive nearly so far in the realm of government as in the realm of indus¬ 
trial technology. One may note that while they continue to imitate the 
Founding Fathers, the Founding Fathers imitated no one but struck out 
on their own. The political genius of America has not been one of doc¬ 
trine but of a practical bent for political contrivances and management, 
and for the adjustment of old forms to new conditions. It is rarely that a 
nation, in the course of almost two centuries of constitutional history, is 
able to maintain—in the face of the changes and chaises of growth 'and 
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power—its essential ability to balance the conflicting drives of property 
and democracy, of majority power and individual freedom. 

It is in this bent that the American political genius best shows itself: 
the combined pattern of a persisting belief in majority rule and the 
democratic idea, along with a clinging to civil liberties and the image of 
a free society; and at the same time a pragmatic approach to power and 
administration, showing itself in the arts of equilibrium between the 
strong pulls from every direction, and the use of Presidential leadership 
and other techniques in order to achieve effective government. 

The basic instruments of the American government were shaped in an 
agrarian era, for the needs of a small-scale agrarian society. But it would 
be unwise to conclude that they are hopelessly dated in a large-scale in¬ 
dustrial society, and that the old machinery should be scrapped and 
perhaps some of the old ideas as well, like democracy and civil liberties. 
There has been a tendency in American social thought to consider the 
"social lag” as a crime against progress and humanity; and many may 
wonder whether a bundle of institutions and practices, set in a Consti¬ 
tutional code long ago and changing only when change was forced upon 
them by haphazard event, can have greatness. 

Yet, on reflection, there is nothing wrong with the "lag” of the old in¬ 
stitutions and ideas, provided they had a valid meaning to start with. In 
the field of government, unlike industrial technology, basic ideas and 
techniques may be as old as Aristotle and still embody a permanent 
truth. Although the American Constitution is a written one, there has 
been room in it for the changes compelled by growth and time. While 
the Constitution is proredurally conservative, it does not operate in a 
substantive way to keep forever any particular economic, political, or 
social beliefs. It may prove as useful in protecting a liberal policy from 
reactionary assaults as it has been in the past in protecting the laissez- 
faire dogmas of economic conservatism. Americans have shown some¬ 
thing of the British knack for making day-to-day changes in practice and 
then letting the customary practices become the acknowledged “usages" 
of government. That is why Americans have never taken seriously the 
various projects for a thorough "modernizing” of their government, to 
make it more logical or orderly. They have let well enough alone. It 
was Lord Bryce who is reported to have'said that "Providence has under 
its special care children, idiots, and the United States of America.” 
Which may be another way of saying that, given the industrial develop¬ 
ment and power of America, even a halting, stumbling, and outdated 
political system can be a success. America has had the Midas touch; 
everything that a rich nation touches turns to gold. 

With this Midas touch there has been a sense of political brashness 
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which has irritated foieign observers, and a lack of self-restraint that 
has shown itself in periodic political witch hunts, in a Congress whose 
utterances have sometimes made American political figures seem more 
stupid than they are, and in a press whose more sensational outbursts have 
at times reached manic levels. This has led many observers, especially 
Europeans, to conclude that the American political style lacks balance 
and is immature. In fact, the charge of immaturity is the one most fre¬ 
quently leveled at Americans. This is partly true and may be set down to 
the zest of a still growing society, although in periods of anti-Communist 
hysteria one is tempted to call it rather the paranoia of a declining one. 
But I would argue that the imbalance is largely in the outward aspects. 
As with much else in their life, Americans like their politics pugnacious. 
They operate through what Lubell calls "democracy as arena.” Despite 
the outward violence and even childishness of word and manner there 
is often a balancing mechanism at work. 


2. The Democratic Idea* 

"1 love liberty,” John Randolph of Roanoke once exclaimed, "and I 
hate equality.” America is a democrac), but the inner tension that has 
always existed between the two poles of the democratic idea was never 
more passionately described than in Randolph’s sentence. There are two 
major meanings—or better, a double aspect of meaning—of the idea of 
democracy. In one aspect it is free or constitutional government, a going 
system for assuring the safeguards within which the will of the people 
can express itself. In this phase—set off the more sharply because of the 
rise of the new totalitarianisms—the emphasis is on the natural rights 
of the individual and the limited powers of government, on the separa¬ 
tion of powers, on civil liberties, on the rule of law, and the protection 
of freedom and property against the arbitrary encroachments of the 
state. 

In its second aspect the democratic idea is egalitarian. In this phase it 
emphasizes the rule of the majority. It presents the spectacle of a demos 
unbound, a whole people striving however imperfectly to make social 
equality a premise of government. It shifts the emphasis from the nar¬ 
rowly political—from the ballot and the constitutional guarantees—to 
the economy and the class system. It stresses the condilions lor putting 
within the reach of the ordinary man the opportunities of education and 
the making of a living, regardless of his confessional faith, his ethnic 

• I deal with the democratic idea here as the ideological phase of American govern¬ 
ment. For us place in American thought, and an analysis of Ametftan conservatism, 
radicalism, and liberalism, see Ch. X, Sec. a, "American Thought: the Angle of 
Vision." 
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group, and his social level. It carries with it that essential self-respect and 
refusal to truckle which formed the frontier fact of Jackson’s time, that 
"every man is as good as any other—and a damned sight better.” It is de¬ 
mocracy defined as the institutions through which, and the social and 
moral context in which, the collective will can best be organized for 
the life purposes inherent in all human striving. It is the image that 
moved Whitman to his glimpses of democratic vistas, and Sandburg to 
set down the tall tales and the affirmations of "The People, Yes.” 

The recent American experiences in the context of world events have 
made it clear that in neither of these phases can democracy stand by 
itself, whether as constitutional government or popular government, 
"property rights” or "human rights,” antistatism or welfare state. These 
are not different and self-sufficient “brands” of democracy, to be pur¬ 
chased from the shopwindows of history according to the taste, tradition, 
or means of a people; nor, to take the other extreme, are they merely 
semantic quibblings—verbal variations of the same democratic reality. 
They are polar ideas within the same field; or, to vary the figure, they 
are currents in the same stream of historic tendency. They are comple¬ 
mentary aspects of how political communities in our time have tried to 
answer the central problems of power, welfare, freedom, and creative¬ 
ness. They are parts of each other, each of them either barren or dan¬ 
gerous unless set in the context of the other. The recent experience of 
Europe has shown that constitutional governmeni without popular 
government may end in the bread lines or in a coup d'etat, in inner 
economic or political collapse—or both. It has also shown that a mass 
democracy (or "people’s democracy”) without the safeguards of free¬ 
dom may end in the concentration camp or the slave labor camp. 

Throughout the history of the American experience there has been a 
planetary struggle between the two aspects of the democratic idea. But 
it has not been primarily a doctrinal struggle, nor waged in academic 
cloisters. The battles have been waged between parties, sections, classes, 
pressure groups, using the opposing concepts of "aristocracy” and 
“people,” of "republic” and "democracy," of "conservatism” and "pro* 
gressivism,” of "minority rights" and "majority rule” as symbolic abbre¬ 
viations for their interests and outlook and aspirations. 

The split reaches back into the history of European philosophy and 
social thought, from which the American democratic idea derived—to 
the struggle between the thinking of Harrington, Locke, and Montes¬ 
quieu and that of the English Levelers and Rousseau, between the 
capitalist liberalism of the new propertied classes and the hydraulic 
pressure exerted by the mass aspirations still unexpressed in middle- 
class liberal thought, however revolutionary it was at the time. One of 
the difficulties in reading Parrington’s Main Currents in American 
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Thought, whose first volume traces some of these conflicts in the Euro¬ 
pean background as projected into the early period of the Republic, is 
that he writes as if it were a choice between democracy and antidemoc¬ 
racy. Actually it was a battle for position between two crucial, inter¬ 
locked phases of the democratic idea. The correspondence, for example, 
between Jefferson and his circle shows how closely the early American 
leaders followed European thought, and how freely they drew from 
both the currents I have mentioned. 

This was true of the authors of The Federalist as well, who showed a 
strategic skill in meeting objections to the Constitution that came from 
both the Right and Left, and with that skill, a knack for blending the 
two strains of the democratic idea. To the charge that the Constitu¬ 
tion was a revolutionary coup d’etat, their answer was the residual 
sovereignty in the people themselves to change an instrument of govern¬ 
ment inadequate for them. To those who feared a strong central govern¬ 
ment, their answer was the need for effective national power at the center 
in order to avert ineffectuality and chaos. By a masterful distinction 
they argued that the new power would be federal in its extent (that is, 
divided between two spheres and leaving an area of state power to bal¬ 
ance the central power) but national in its functioning (that is, the 
national government would have power to act in the sphere where 
the states could not act effectively). To those who felt that a “mixed 
government,’’ with separated powers and a system of checks and bal¬ 
ances, was too timid an expedient in a revolutionary age, their answer 
was the classic one of the corruption and ambition of political leaders 
and the need for a rule of law to guard the people against their own 
worst impulses. Thus the Founding Fathers sought always not so much 
(as Beard felt, and J. Allen Smith before him) to guard the rights of the 
property owners alone, or to give unchecked rein to revolutionary im¬ 
pulse, but to find an equilibrium between the charged tensions of the 
democratic idea. 

Thus, at the very beginning of American government, the two basic 
drives in it had already shown themselves: the government had to be 
strong enough to be effective and revolutionary enough to give the 
people the power they had been denied as colonists; but it also had to 
be safe against a too-rapid or far-reaching extension of the Revolution. 
The Hamilton group was intent on creating a going governmental con¬ 
cern so that property and the commercial interests could flourish in 
safety. The Jefferson group wanted to make certain that the people's 
liberties and the agrarian interest were protected by a Bill of Rights, 
and that the dead hand of the past did not smother a full life for even 
the lowliest American freeman. Each caught a glimpse ofethe needs of a 
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future America, but, as in a stereoscope, both were needed to bring the 
picture in focus. 

The question has often been raised whether the American political 
system should be called "democracy” or "republic,” the latter being a 
neutral term without the equalitarian major premise of the democratic 
dogma. This is not merely a closet controversy carried on by scholars: 
it crops up in editorials and newspaper columns and in heated Congres¬ 
sional debates. It seems to be the whimsical notion of the "republic” 
school of thought that “democracy” should be dropped from the 
American political vocabulary. They call it a word which (despite Jeffer¬ 
son and the Jacksonians, De Tocqueville, Bryan and Woodrow Wilson) 
didn’t become popular in America until Georgi Dimitrov used it at a 
Comintern meeting, and which is today tainted beyond redress by the 
"People’s Democracies" of eastern Europe. 

This would suricuder to world Communism a concept as American 
as cherry cobbler. The revealing fact in the whole debate is that the 
stress on "republic” is on the strategy of weakening the majority will 
by the action of pressure groups and the corporate spokesmen in Con¬ 
gress and the press. Behind it is the fear that "democracy” makes too 
dangerous a commitment to the participation of Negroes and Jews, 
recent immigrants and low-income groups, in both the guarantees of 
civil rights and the shaping of social decisions, and the fear also (as old 
as the Cromwellian debates or even Aristotle) that "democracy” leads to 
"Socialism.” There is an irony in this animus against the term, in a 
civilization that has become a world symbol as the most powerful car¬ 
rier of the democratic idea. 

A historical graph of American political development would show an 
alternation between the principle of constitutional democracy (“repub¬ 
lic”) and that of majority action and passion ("democracy”). Once the 
Constitution was a success and the new frame of government accepted 
by all, the emphasis was on constitutional government. Hamilton’s Re¬ 
port on Manufactures, the Report on Credit, and the protectionist 
writings of the school of economists headed by Mathew Carey laid the 
political and intellectual basis for building an industrialized economy; 
and the series of brilliant decisions^by John Marshall, mainly on the 
contract clause and the commerce power of the Federal government, 
served to link the rising system of capitalism with the doctrines of con¬ 
stitutional nationalism. But Marshall's absence of principle in the case 
of Fletcher v. Peck, when land speculation and legislative corruption 
were sanctioned in the zeal to establish the sacredness of contracts and 
the legal doctrine of vested interests, also showed the canker in the flower 
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even while it was in bloom. John Taylor of Carolina spoke witheringly 
of the "aristocracy of paper and credit" that was pushing for Marshall's 
constitutional conceptions. 

This raises the issue of what clash there is between the democratic 
idea and capitalist power. It was Harold Laski's major thesis that capi¬ 
talism and democracy had met in the'American experiment at the con¬ 
vergence of two lines of historical tendency, but that they were partners 
in an uneasy marriage of convenience rather than of true affinity. Actu¬ 
ally, whatever clash there is between capitalism and democracy—and it is 
real enough—is a phase of a larger and more relevant struggle between 
what we may call the "dominant minority" and the "popular majority.” 
In the correspondence of Jefferson and his friends and in the whole 
literature of the Jeffersonian period, this was phrased as a struggle 
between "aristocracy” and "democracy." Jefferson equated the aristo¬ 
cratic principle with that of a disbelief in man’s inherent capacity for 
self-government. "We are told,” he wrote, "that men cannot govern 
themselves. Can they then govern others?" His most passionate phras¬ 
ing of the indictment of the principles of a dominant minority came in 
his classic comment that no select group of men had been born, “booted 
and spurred, to ride mankind,” 

It is true that the first group which came into American history well 
equipped to play the role of a dominant minority was the business 
class and its champions among the lawyers and political leaders. Before 
the rise of industry there was none equipped to take the part that 
a social and political aristocracy had taken in British and European 
life. When Fisher Ames talked of the government of “the wise, the rich, 
and the good” he was trying to put into American terms the principle 
of an elite which had no strong roots in the American soil, and which— 
even in the great days of Hamilton and John Adams—was too amor¬ 
phous to be more than the tag end of the European tradition. To be 
sure, in the colonial days there was considerable frontier hostility to 
the commercial and business groups who were overrepresented in the 
legislatures and in other positions of power. But the American Revolu¬ 
tion was not a social revolution in the European sense largely because it 
did not have to be one, since there was no feudal tradition and no en¬ 
trenched American aristocracy to overthrow. It was the absence of such 
a cohesive elite which made possible the victory of Jeffersonianism in 
the "revolution of 1800" and the continuing power of the "Virginia 
dynasty" in the first quarter of the nineteenth century. By the time of 
the feud between the Biddle and Jackson-Taney forces over banking 
power, it had become clear that a new minority group was taking charge, 
but it had not yet found a credo. ; 

This was the time when Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote sadly: 
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Of the two great parties, which at this hour almost share the nation between 
them, I should say that one has the best cause, and the other contains 
the best men. . . . They (of the radical party) have not at heart the ends 
which give the name of democracy what hope and virtue are in it. The 
spirit of our American radicalism is destructive and aimless. . . . On the 
other side, the conservative party, composed of the most moderate, able, 
and cultivated part of the population, is timid, and merely defensive of 
property. It vindicates no right, it aspires to no real good, it brands no 
crime, it proposes no generous policy; it does not build, nor write, nor 
cherish the arts, nor foster religion, nor establish schools, nor encourage 
science, nor emancipate the slave, nor befriend the poor, or the Indian, or 
the immigrant. (“Politics,’’ in Essays: Second Series) 

If his judgment of Jacksonian democracy was (as historians see it now) 
too negative, Emerson was right in seeing that the conservatives had 
not found a fighting faith. When the Civil War came, the challenge of 
the plantation-owning military caste and its allies was met by a new 
party which—even while it kept strong continuity with the Whigs— 
broke with them by equating the interests of free labor and free capital¬ 
ism with the interests of the nation. 

But the equalitarian impulse of Lincoln, as well as of Greeley and 
the Abolitionists, trickled away in the Reconstruction period. The busi¬ 
ness organizers who became the new dominant minority were more 
swaggering and assured than any other before their time. The old 
Radical opposition had been disorganized by war and Reconstruction, 
and a new opposition had not yet come into being. The new dominant 
minority developed within its business organizations the habit of com¬ 
mand: they were the “bosses” and they ran the machines in their eco¬ 
nomic empire. What more natural than that they should transfer that 
habit of command and operate through “bosses” and "machines” in the 
political empire as well, on the theory that those who own the country 
should run it? The far-reaching transfer of business organizing skills 
to politics was symbolized by Mark Hanna. How impressive was the 
achievement of Hanna and his class may be judged from the fact that 
the fusion of Populist passion with the Democratic forces under Bryan 
in the 1896 campaign had all the features of a sweeping and irresistible 
mass movement. That it was whittled away, fragmented, and finally 
beaten by a combination of external events and good political general¬ 
ship by the Republicans underlined what capitalist power at its most 
efficient can do within the democratic framework. 

The struggle between the capitalist power group and the popular 
majority has thus far been kept well within the framework of a larger 
national interest. It is true that business forces have not hesitated to 
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break the fabric of political legality itself, as evidenced by the dramatic 
instance of the 1876 elections when a corrupt deal was worked out be¬ 
tween the Northern Republicans (including the railroad interests) and 
the White Supremacists of the South, to “throw” the crucial Southern 
electors from Tilden to Hayes. Nevertheless the American picture has 
been very different from that of the European, in the sense that there 
has been at least a minimum consensus between the opposing forces, 
and the victories for the popular majority have not met with violence 
from the other side, but have been accepted. This was true of Woodrow 
Wilson’s "New Freedom” as it was later true of the “New Deal" and the 
'Fair Deal” of the Roosevelt and Truman administrations. 

There is an interweaving of these two impulses in American life 
beyond any hope of disentanglement. There are few members of the 
power groups who have not been at some point infected by the demo¬ 
cratic idea; and even more certainly, there are few Ameritans who have 
not been touched by the property ideology. The split between capital¬ 
ism and democracy is thus less a class conflict than a split within every 
American. 

Is this likely to be a fatal split for Americans? There is no reason why 
it must be, unless the organization of an effective majority will become 
too difficult to meet the crisis of democratic life. Since effective democ¬ 
racy involves the organization of will, it is extremely vulnerable to the 
operation of minority pressures and power. The path of the democratic 
idea has therefore often been a via dolorosa, and the record of demo¬ 
cratic action a Heartbreak House. 

If a program is marked for destruction, one path open is a direct 
assault in the area of public attitude, where the dominant minority has 
a massive influence in the opinion industries. If they lose there, they 
can turn their energies to the prevention of a majority for the measure 
in either house of Congress, using to their advantage the committee 
system, the rules of parliamentary delay and filibuster, the high-pressure 
operation of lobbies, and the fact that Congressional representation is 
badly skewed to favor the rural conservative constituencies as against the 
urban liberal ones. If they lose there, they can fall back—as they did for 
a half century from the 1880s to the Roosevelt era—on the protection of 
the judicial power as interpreted by a property-minded Supreme Court. 
If they lose there, they can concentrate on weakening the administrative 
enforcement of the measure or even capturing the administrative ma¬ 
chinery and its personnel. And always they have the chance, by their 
immense wealth and power, of capturing the party machinery and dic¬ 
tating the choice of candidates in both the major parties'ln short, the 
battle for an affirmative democratic program is like an action in which 
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one army, in order to win, has to take every one of a succession of forti¬ 
fied places, while the other army has only to win and hold one such 
fortified place, even though it loses all the rest. 

The reader may well say that this somber view does not square with 
the achievement of the New Deal, the great social gains in the quarter 
century after 1932, and the gradual Republican acceptance of many 
features of a welfare democracy. I should answer that this shows another 
side of the democratic process—the potential of social achievement un¬ 
der a strong leadership like Franklin Roosevelt’s. The task of the 
dominant minority is always hardest in the area of the Presidency, 
where the focusing of popular attention on a single dramatic struggle,' 
with personal symbols to express the social forces involved, gives mass 
democracy a chance to organize its resources. Under the Eisenhower 
Administration a wot king alliance of Democrats and liberal Republi¬ 
cans was able to put through a more enlightened legislative program 
than in any Republican peiiod since Theodore Roosevelt. Yet under 
both Truman and Eisenhower the Congressional investigating commit¬ 
tees incited and expressed some of the popular passions corrupted by 
an era of military anxiety and world fear. To balance this there has 
been a change in the role of the judicial power. Fiom the eighties to the 
New Deal constitutional crisis, the judiciary formed the last line of de¬ 
fense against liberal movements of opinion; but in the recent postwat 
period it again became, to an encouraging extent, a sword to athiese 
civil rights for Negtoes and a shield (often, alas, too frail) against the 
hatreds engaged in the hunt for “dangerous thoughts.”* 

The political history of American democracy hgs thus been an alter¬ 
nation of social achievement and frustration or a battlefield where free¬ 
dom and reaction have fought a continuing seesaw engagement. To the 
economically and ethnically depressed groups it may be difficult' to 
maintain so detached a view of the democratic process, l'he fact is that 
for them the homage paid in America to the democratic idea has at 
times seemed an empty thing. The psychologists have found that the 
human personality is brilliantly resourceful in the kind of conipart- 
mental thinking in which the mind isolates contradictory ideas from 
each other. As the depressed groups of American life have learned to 
their sot row, a culture can do the same in the separation of democratic 
rhetoric and practice. - .» 

Yet there is little that is surprising in the failure of American life to 
achieve wholly the otiginal democratic aspiration. Democracy is a 
heartbreakingly difficult as well as a dangerous enterprise. The effort to 
combine the principle of constitutional protection along with that of 

* For a further discussion of the Presidency. Con gi ess, and the judiciaiy, see the 
relevant sections of this Chapter that follow. 
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the organized majority will is bound to lead to strains and cdntradic- 
tions. The tragic results of the Rousseau-Marxist principle of “people’s 
democracies," which has swept over half the world, have led to a reas¬ 
sertion of emphasis in America on constitutional democracy. The Com¬ 
munist regimes, whatever else they may be, are a travesty rather than a 
fulfillment of the democratic idea: actually they are an amalgam of 
apostolic religious fervor and the lust for power of a new elite group, 
along with some mystique of “the people” thrown in. This amalgam, 
which has been well called “totalitarian democracy," almost wholly ex¬ 
cludes the rule of law and the tolerance of a political opposition. Thus 
it is the image of individual freedom, along with that of technological 
abundance, which America stresses. 

With this emphasis some Americans are in danger of forgetting that 
the effective dynamism of the democratic idea, throughout the nine¬ 
teenth century and through most of the first half of the twentieth, has 
been expressed by what George Santayana has called the “natural democ¬ 
racy" or “leaves-of-grass democracy”—the idea of equality of opportunity 
and of the basic fraternity of men within it. It is the image of America 
as a society not equal but potentially equal—an open society whose twin 
ideas arc equal access and the dignity of the person. The equalitarian 
idea is, of course, subject to corruption as well, yet the corruptions in 
American history have been due less to flirtations with Marxist move¬ 
ments than to whatever racist and antilibertarian passions seemed at any 
time to prove useful to the dominant minority. 

I have spoken of the seesaw of achievement and frustration within 
the framework of freedom. The frustrations have been part of the enor¬ 
mous difficulties of a democracy operating within a system of corporate 
dominance and of political machinery suited to the deadlock. The 
achievement, in turn, has time after time broken through the deadlock 
and the integuments of power, especially at times of economic crisis 
when the forces seeking to establish an affirmative welfare state have 
had a chance to move ahead. When they have done so it has been by 
thrusting toward the principles set forth in the Declaration of Inde¬ 
pendence: that the primary purpose of government is to protect the nat¬ 
ural (that is, indestructible) rights of the people; that the crux of gov¬ 
ernment is to discover the consent of the governed through the electoral 
process; and that the people, as the possessors of the ultimate power, 
must pass final judgment on what the men in power have done and have 
a right to change them. The social cost that has had to be paid for the 
maintenance of these natural rights in the free democratic arena has 
at times seemed great, yet it can never be too great, nor can it be paid 
and the account closed, since to maintain freedom is maintain the 
machinery for social change. 
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To round out the meaning of American democracy, a third factor 
roust now be added to that of individual freedom and of mass participa¬ 
tion in the democratic process. It is the element of a moral sensitivity 
to the tragic human experience. America has the potential for this in 
the fact that one of the great sources of its democratic thinking is the 
Biblical tradition of Puritanism, including both the Old Testament 
passion for justice and the Christian allegory of love. And America which 
has thus far used its genius for equilibrium by balancing the demands 
of individual freedom and majority will may find it a harder task to 
balance the struggle for world power with the moral sensitivity it will 
need to save its democratic soul. 


3. Presidency and Demos 

One of the miracles of American government is how it has managed, 
with its creaking machinery and its capacity for deadlock, to respond to 
emergencies. Part of the answer may be in a deceptively hidden dyna¬ 
mism which at the moment of crisis gathers its reserves of strength and 
comes crashing through. The most crucial governmental agency which 
shows this elasticity for change and mastery is the American Presi¬ 
dency. But given the net of obstructions confining an attempt to or¬ 
ganize the national will, only the stronger and more skillful Presidents 
have been able successfully to break it. This is one way of defining the 
task of Presidential leadership. 

In its present status as a great industrial and world power, Ameri¬ 
cans have learned the truth of the remark that modern democratic gov¬ 
ernment is "just one damn crisis after another." That is why the center 
of gravity of American political life has moved from the other two 
branches over to the Executive power; and the system which in the early 
phase of the Republic was called “Congressional government,” and in 
the laissez-faire decades of the late nineteenth century “government by 
judiciary,” must now be called “Presidential government.” 

For a man of deep convictions, the process of getting nominated for 
the Presidency is itself a major feat: for to be “available” in the eyes of 
the political managers a man must as a rule be basically "safe” and 
moderate, however militant outwardly. The life of every pre-Conven- 
tion candidate thus becomes a heroic wrestling match between conscience 
and canniness. Of those who proved "strong” Presidents, Jackson came 
into his first term on the wave of a mass revolt in his party, Lincoln and 
Franklin Roosevelt both seemed relatively mild men before election 
and only showed their strength later, Theodore Roosevelt became Presi¬ 
dent when McKinley was assassinated, and Wilson received the nomina- 
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tion only after the bitterest fight in the Convention and then 6nly with 
Bryan’s help. Wendell Willkie was nominated in 1940 when the Re¬ 
publicans wanted someone not an isolationist who could run against 
Roosevelt; in 1944 he was passed over partly because he had been 
beaten but also because in the intervening years he had too clearly 
shown his deep liberalism and a set of internationalist convictions that 
made him enemies. Very often a man whom the Convention delegates 
support strongly, like Senator Bricker in 1940 and Senator Taft in 
1952, fails of the nomination because the managers read the public- 
opinion polls (especially from the urban “key” states) and conclude that 
he could not be elected. The conditions for reaching the Presidency are 
so hapharard and opportunist that the way is too often open for a genial, 
mediocre man who means well, commands a popular following, and will 
not be too intractable. 

But while the tradition has been against men of committed views 
and creative holders of the office, the most important trait of the Ameri¬ 
can Presidency is that its mantle of office seems to have the magic of 
shrinking or expanding to the potential stature of the wearer. It has 
room enough for a big man to fill it out; a small man can make it seem 
small enough to fit him. It has been held by a Buchanan and a Lincoln, 
a Harding and a Roosevelt alike. 

Apart from the textbook discussions of the President’s constitutional 
powers, there is little question that the actual powers of the office have 
grown. There has, of course, been an ebb and flow of Presidential power 
depending on the aggressiveness of the incumbent. But the secular 
trend—despite the massive powers that Jefferson and Lincoln exercised- 
has been unmistakable. T here are some commentators who are melan¬ 
choly because they feel (wrongly, I think) that the growth of Presidential 
power has been largely at the expense of states’ rights and the separation 
of powers. Others ask where in the Constitution one can find specific 
grants of some of the many powers the recent Presidents have assumed. 
I’he usual answer to the latter is that the Presidency operates not on a 
grant of specific powers but on the comprehensive executive power, 
which includes all the residual powers demanded by effective govern¬ 
ment and not specifically denied by the letter and spirit of the Consti¬ 
tution. Another answer is Theodore Roosevelt’s famous "stewardship” 
theory, which depicts the President as holding these residual powers in 
stewardship for the people. 

The tendency has been to take a functional rather than legalistic 
view of the Presidential office. There are things which none of the 
branches of government have explicit power to do, and which the states 
cannot do adequately, but which must nevertheless get^one. There are 
conflicts to be resolved shrewdly by someone with the skill and prestige 
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to overcome obstacles. There are crises to be met by someone who can 
muster the drive and find the power to meet them, and who will answer 
for how well or badly they are met. There are policies to be shaped by a 
group for whose decisions a single man will take the responsibility. 

Even with this functional view of the office, the elastic doctrine of 
Presidential power lends itself obviously to abuse as well as use. Presi¬ 
dent Franklin D. Roosevelt’s threat of “packing" the Supreme Court in 
order to compel resignations and give him a chance for new appoint¬ 
ments was widely attacked at the time as a dictatorial move. His “de- 
stroyers-for-bases deal” with Great Britain before America entered the 
war rested on a notably elastic opinion of its constitutionality from his 
Attorney General. President Truman, who was considered less “strong” 
a President than Roosevelt, also had three major encounters with the 
limits of Presidential power: once when he tried to break a national 
railroad strike by the threat of enrolling the railroad workers in the 
Army, again when he committed a large American Army to Europe (and 
later to Korea, in the U.N. “police action”) without any state of war, 
and finally when he sought to resolve a steel industry lockout-and-strike 
by taking over the steel mills until a settlement should be reached, on 
the plea of a military emergency but without specific statutory power. 
He was checked on the first, was successful on the second (which illus¬ 
trates that the real elasticity of Presidential power lies in foreign policy), 
and on the third he was sharply rebuked in a historic Supreme Court de¬ 
cision which held itself narrowly to the immediate issues but raised 
questions about the scope of the theory of implied powers. 

The fact is that the whole question of Presidential power is en¬ 
meshed in a faulty idea of how the Presidency is related to the sources 
of its power. The Constitution, under the Court's interpretation, pro¬ 
vides the channel through which the President's powers flow; but the 
power itself derives from the President’s relations to the events around 
him and to the minds and purposes* of the people whom these events 
affect. These are in truth the sources of the Presidential power. There 
are, it is usually said, two Constitutions, not one: the written document 
and the unwritten usages. Actually the more meaningful second Consti¬ 
tution is to be found not in the usages but in the outlines of economic 
power and interests, of religious convictions, of ethnic loyalties, of rural 
and urban thinking, of attitudes toward war and peace, with all of 
which the President must reckon as exactingly as he reckons with the 
written Constitution. 

It might be better to say that the authority of a President is even 
more important than his power, because it is the authority that shapes 
and decides what the power shall be. I use “authority” in the sense of 
the President’s habitual command of popular consent. The sources of 
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the President's authority are subjective—flowing from his pefsonality, 
his political style, his conduct of the office, his impact on the people— 
rather than being objective and forever imbedded in a constitutional 
document. If he has grasp, contagion, political artistry, and a mastery of 
his purposes and methods, then he will carry authority no matter what 
powers he claims or forsakes, and his authority will work magic to 
bolster the claims he stakes out. If, on the other hand, he is like John 
Adams or Herbert Hoover and fails to carry authority, then even a 
limited view of the Presidential power will get him into trouble, and 
even a clear grant of power will prove ineffectual. 

The President has not only massive powers and authority; he has also 
massive burdens that weigh him down. The Presidency eats men. The 
demands on the incumbent are at once imperative and paradoxical. 

Once elected,* a President must manage to unify the nation which has 
been temporarily split by the election ("We are all Federalists, we are 
all Republicans,” Jefferson said in his First Inaugural), yet not abandon 
the program he has been elected to carry out. He must be national leader 
without ceasing to be party leader, and party leader without alienating 
the factions into which every party splits. He must frame a legislative 
program without seeming to deprive Congress of its exclusive control 
over legislation and get it through Congress without seeming to drive it. 
He must head up a vast and sprawling administrative system of whose 
workings he can know only the tiniest fraction, yet whenever anything 
goes wrong he must stand accountable to the people for every detail. He 
must select, recruit, and hold administrative talent on the basis of merit, 
while "playing ball" within the patronage structure. He must co¬ 
ordinate the workings of the thousands of interlocking cogs of the gov¬ 
ernmental machine, yet somehow find a space for creative concentration 
on great issues. He is by the Constitution the sole organ of foreign policy 
in a peacetime Great Power, and in time of war or “cold war” he is 
Commander in Chief of a powerful military machine and head of a 
vast war economy. He must express and carry through the people's 
wishes, yet he must function as Educator in Chief, helping them to for¬ 
mulate their wishes and organize their opinion. He must be a symbol 
of the world’s greatest democracy—its vigor, its effectiveness, its poten¬ 
tials—and, as a symbol, remote; yet he must also have the human im¬ 
mediacy which gives the ordinary American the sense that he is not lost 
and that he has someone to speak and act for him. He must be all things 
to all men, yet also a bold leader hewing out a path in a single direc¬ 
tion. In short, he must be Pooh-Bah and St. George at once. 

* For a discussion of Presidential nomination, campaign, and ‘flection, see Sec. 4, 
"The Party System and the Voter.” 
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Obviously only a comic-strip Superman could combine all these 
qualities. Actually the Presidential function is filled at any one time 
not by one man but by a number of men. Except at the top level, even 
most of the major decisions are made from day to day by a group of men 
each of whom serves as his alter ego in some area of policy. When a new 
President is elected, the commentators are as likely to turn their klieg 
lights on the "men around the President” as on the President himself. 

No President can avoid the formation of juntas around him—insiders 
who are bound to have a vague conspiratorial air to the outsiders. 
Sometimes such a junta is actually sinister, as with the "Daugherty 
gang” who ran the White House under Harding; others only seem so to 
opposing groups within the President’s own party and to the opposition 
party. Thus Roosevelt had his "Brain Trust,” Truman his “cronies,” 
Eisenhower his "Regency” group. Actually there are circles within circles 
of influence and power radiating out of the White House. To take the 
Eisenhower Administration as an example: there was a formal Cabinet 
to which the President delegated his powers over each decision-making 
and administrative area; there was the National Serinitv Council, which 
possessed immense power and included the Secieia. v </. State and sev¬ 
eral of the President’s erm ial advisers; theie was an inner Cabinet group, 
in which the Secretaries of the Treasury, of State, and the Attorney Gen¬ 
eral played the principal roles; there was an inner White House Staff 
group, led by Chief of Staff Sherman Adams and Press Secretary Hag- 
erty; there was an inner Congressional group, consisting of several 
trusted leaders of both Houses along with the staff liaison people who 
served as links with Congress; and there was an inner group of the 
President’s close friends—the "Regency” group—including leading po¬ 
litical and business figures, who advised him from the start on crucial 
matters and kept a supervision over affairs on the two occasions of his 
serious illness. 

I must add that since the President is Chief Executive, the question of 
what kind of executive he is is an important one. Given his military 
experience, Eisenhower operated in the White House also with a Iine- 
and-staff organization, leaving most matters for decision to the men in 
charge of the respective areas, and leaning heavily upon his Chief of 
Staff. His tendency was to lay down the general line of policy and then 
stay out of things, even relatively ffhportant things, until real trouble 
arose, when he came back into the pitture with his power and authority 
to clear up the trouble. Truman, at the other extreme, arose early every 
day, worked intensively, had his finger on all important matters, was 
'chary of too-inclusive delegations of power, swept his desk clean, and 
was ready the next morning to begin again briskly. Compared with 
both of them, Roosevelt was a sloppy administrator who might delegate 
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overlapping areas of power to several of his lieutenants and could not 
keep his own hand and mind out of any of the areas: as he was his own 
Secretary of State, so he was his own Secretary of the Treasury and his 
own military strategy staff. 

There is room for a number of types of the executive mind in the 
Presidency. But what is crucial in every case is that the President should 
avoid at one extreme the danger of so much delegation that he loses con¬ 
tact with the processes and temper of his administration, and at the 
other extreme the danger of becoming so preoccupied with details that 
he loses sight of his grand goals and strategies, and has no time or 
energy left for reflection on them. 

In the end the Presidency is thus a one-man job, and that one man 
cannot escape either the burden of or the accounting for it. The in¬ 
ventory of the tasks of the Presidential office is a reminder at once of 
how capacious and exacting it is. Even more, it defines where the center 
of gravity of the office is—in the special relation of the President to the 
American demos. 

That is why the people’s instinct, in reviewing the history of the 
Presidency, has been not so much to ask whether Presidents have been 
"liberal" or "conservative," men of thought or men of action, but 
whether they have been “strong” or "weak" Presidents. The strength or 
weakness with which they have exercised their functions has been partly 
a matter of their own character structure and inner drive, partly of 
the philosophy with which they have approached their office, but to a 
great extent the result of the tensions which they have had to face. A 
man of seemingly ordinary capacities, like Harry S. Truman, showed 
how the Presidency stretches a man as well as eats men, and how great 
is its capacity to educate the man who holds it. 

Even the strongest of Presidents learns that the Presidential office is 
the veriest Gehenna unless the people make it tolerable; that whatever 
powers any particular President seeks to assume, it is the ultimate power 
of the people that grants or checks them; and that a President is help¬ 
less except insofar as he can win the people’s confidence. This relation 
between leader and demos is at the heart of the organization of the 
American political will. 

Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr., polling a number of American com¬ 
mentators, found that the six “great Presidents” were Lincoln, Washing¬ 
ton, Franklin Roosevelt, Wilson, Jefferson, and Jackson, in that order. 
I should agree with Clinton Rossiter in adding Theodore Roosevelt to 
the list. Yet the notable theories of political leadership, especially the 
theory of “charismatic” leadership and of leadership vocation as de¬ 
veloped by Max Weber, apply much more to European leadership 



PRESIDENCY AND DEMOS 


377 


politics than to American Presidential politics. When the American 
thinks of his government, he thinks first of the President as its symbol. 
But while the President is often cursed extravagantly, he is rarely 
praised extravagantly. This is what Kenneth Burke has called the "de¬ 
bunking of the chosen symbol." Except in a rare instance like that of 
Eisenhower, the symbol is there to do a job under pitilessly critical ex¬ 
amination, not to be followed blindly and adoringly. However sacred 
Americans may consider the Constitution itself and its judicial guard¬ 
ians, the bent is toward the deflation of authority in individuals. 

Partly this derives from the American skepticism of all political 
power; partly too from the structure of authority in the American 
family and school system, where the emphasis is not on paternal power 
but on the development of individual self-reliance; partly too from a 
market system of caveat emptor in which the individual keeps himself 
continually on guard against being made a "sucker" from a too-unwary 
eagerness. Whatever the psychic sources, however, the fact is that 
Americans as a nation have rarely shown a sustained capacity for 
clinging to a political father. The only important exceptions were 
Washington ("the father of his country”), Lincoln (seen as “Father 
Abraham.” although mainly in retrospect), and Franklin Roosevelt, 
who was a father symbol in a time of depression and world war, and 
then mainly for the minority groups and the underprivileged and 
excluded. To these must be added the figure of the soldier-as-man-of- 
peace, in the person of Dwight Eisenhower, whose father image was 
at once authoritative, kindly, and carefully kept above the party 
battle (although he was a shrewd politician) ancj who rounded out his 
image, as American fathers so often do, by incurring a heart attack and 
having an intestinal operation. But the records of the Presidential 
office show torrents of popular and partisan abuse of men like Adams, 
Jefferson, Madison, Jackson, Lincoln, Johnson, Cleveland, Theodore 
Roosevelt, Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, and Truman—usually on the 
score that they were tyrants and dictators. A nation that has never 
recognized political masters needs to reassure itself continually that it 
is not falling under one. 

The leadership qualities of Franklin Roosevelt and Dwight Eisen¬ 
hower deserve special scrutiny because their common and contrasting 
qualities illumine the nature of "charismatic" leadership in the 
Presidency. James M. Burns, by calling his study of Roosevelt The 
Lwn and the Fox, placed him in the tradition of Machiavellian 
strategy, and there is little question that Roosevelt used imaginative 
daring and pugnacity along with the cunning of maneuver. Both 
qualities led him deep into party politics, where he fought the un¬ 
faithful within (he was one of the few Presidents who tried to purge 
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Congressional leaders of his own party) and smote the heathen with¬ 
out. 

Eisenhower had less both of the lion and the fox: he was not savage 
in attack, but usually soft-spoken; and he affected the style of staying 
outside political involvement and keeping above the party battles. His 
total political style was thus an unusual one among American Presi¬ 
dents. He was not an intellectual, like Wilson or Jefferson; nor a lusty 
exponent of the strenuous life, like Theodore Roosevelt; nor a dour 
Puritan, like Coolidge; nor an introvert, like Lincoln, with a flair for 
jokes and an undercurrent of tragedy. He was the soldier-statesman, 
combining the two qualities more strikingly than anyone before him 
since Washington. If he had some of the fuzzy outlines of another 
soldier-President, Ulysses Grant, who never quite learned what had 
happened to him when he fell among the businessmen and politicians, 
he was far less of an amateur in politics than he liked to seem. He 
knew the political uses of the genial, warming smile, of folksiness, 
and of the earnest moralizing little sermons with which he sprinkled 
his press conferences. He understood the deep American impulse 
toward the belittling of politics, and by seeming to avoid partisanship 
he could win more converts to his cause than the most partisan leader. 
He came at a time when Americans wanted peace desperately, after a 
war and a cold war, and his political style as a soldier who knew war 
and could therefore bring peace exactly fitted the felt psychological 
needs of his time. He was widely supported during his first term both 
within his own party and among the Democrats on issues of war and 
peace, particularly when he met the Russian leaders at Geneva. The 
genial conflict-avoiding bent of Eisenhower and his reliance on the 
decision-making of the men around him weakened his second term, and 
were of some danger to the Presidential position; incteasingly Eisen¬ 
hower himself became an image—and a very popular one—while the 
burdens of the office were more dispersed than they had been before. 
While the Democrats used the slogan of a “part-time Presidency” in 
the campaign, this dispersal of the duties and powers of the office was 
not wholly due to the President’s illness but was integral to his per¬ 
sonality and his political style. 

Yet this is unlikely to recur often in the future. The greater proba¬ 
bility is that the burdens of the office will increase, and that the 
American President will, as in the past, have to win everything the 
hard way. He will have to meet the problems and opposition of Con¬ 
gress, his Party, the judiciary, the press, the power of Big Labor and 
the Big Corporation, the rivalry and jealousy of sections and classes. 
Presidential government thus becomes an obstacle race, and (he Great 
President the Great Hurdler. 
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In this context the fear that a President will abuse his powers, while 
real enough, is only one phase of the danger. The other phase is that 
all but the stoutest of heart, the firmest of will, and the most passion¬ 
ate of conviction will give up the struggle long before they have 
achieved their objective. It is only widespread popular support that 
will enable any President to clear his hurdles. Unless the people are 
with him all the way he cannot carry through his program. His last 
chance of having the people with him is at a time of grave social crisis 
and in a national emergency, and then only if he is a consummate 
tactician. The Presidential office is like a field headquarters, which 
operates best in the heat of critical battle. But the fact that it has come 
through well in every period of crisis is proof that in an age of disinte¬ 
gration, democratic government is not too fossilized and inflexible to sur¬ 
vive. 

The President combines within himself the double function of reign¬ 
ing and ruling. Using Walter Bagehot's idea that every government 
must have a “dignified” element in it, this element in America is 
divided between the Presidency and the Supreme Court. Of the two, 
the President is more subject to vituperative attack but by that token 
more constantly present in the minds of the people. He occupies the 
center of the national stage. He is a “republican king.” As with the 
British monarch, his daily life and acts are constantly under scrutiny, 
and his personality style (along with that of his wife) sets a pattern 
which is more or less consciously imitated by millions of Americans. 
The fact that Woodrow Wilson read detective stories, that Franklin 
Roosevelt collected stamps, that Eleanor Roosevelt worked hard at wel¬ 
fare problems and international affairs, that Dwight Eisenhower was 
an ardent golf amateur, and that Mamie Eisenhower wore bangs and 
had a gracious manner left an impact upon the reading, stamp-collect¬ 
ing, and golf-playing habits of American men and on the life style of 
American women. A President’s smile or frown or look of anxiety, 
when reproduced in the press, may influence the Stock market and the 
action of foreign governments, but even more the habitual demeanor 
of Americans whose image is formed in the Presidential mirror. 

There is also another kind of Presidential image—the composite pic¬ 
ture that the people keep in their minds of the traits a President ought 
to have. For example, he ought to come from a small town rather than 
a big city, since the tradition of a superior virtue and strength in such 
origins has survived the decline of the small town itself. He is likely to 
be of West European family origin—English, Scottish, Dutch, Swiss, 
German, or some mixture of them. No American President has yet de¬ 
rived from Scandinavian, Latin, East European, or Slavic origins. He 
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is likely to come from one of the big states with a heavy electoral vote 
which can help swing him into the Presidency. He has always been a 
Protestant, but since the Civil War he has never been identified with 
a Southern state—a serious limitation, given the political talent that 
the South has shown throughout its history. He is most likely to be a 
lawyer by profession and a politician by passion. If the Presidential 
aspirant is either a businessman or a labor leader, the chances are heavy 
against him. He must have managed to preserve an integrity of family 
life and (except in a few instances) avoided any public disclosure of 
violation of the sexual mores of his culture. Thus far no divorced man 
has ever been elected President, although the nomination of Adlai 
Stevenson in 1952 and again in 1956 despite this limitation may be a 
sign that the taboo is being eroded. 

Like the corporation, the Presidency has been caught up in the man¬ 
agerial transformation of American life. In one sense it can be said 
that the President is himself a “manager”—in foreign relations, in war 
and peace, in economic affairs, in the daily functioning of the govern¬ 
ment. But it would be truer to say that the President has become a 
kind of Chairman of the Board, while the real managers operate the 
day-to-day affairs of the government and even make substantial policy 
decisions. When President Eisenhower had a heart attack in 1955 the 
national government went on functioning much as it had done before: 
there was an “inner group" operating under Sherman Adams, who was 
in effect the President of the corporate managerial nucleus, and who 
never burdened the Chairman of the Board with anything except crisis 
problems and top policy-making decisions. The effect of this is to bring 
the President into the decision-making picture only when and where 
something goes badly wrong, and only when broad new policy needs 
to be formed. The President thus becomes basically a conciliator be¬ 
tween opposing factions within his administration, a resolver of crises, 
a god from the machine stepping out of the sky to restore order from 
chaos. This may help explain why the dignity and distance of the 
Presidential office are maintained even in the most constant struggle 
and bitterness of the daily political arena. Eisenhower, for example, 
was rarely branded with the stigma of what his underlings did. Under 
other Presidents as well, notably Franklin Roosevelt, the underlings 
who were unlucky enough to threaten the image which the administra¬ 
tion wished to preserve in the popular mind have often had to be sacri¬ 
ficed. 

Given this position, the President must rely on the people he picks 
to carry on the daily work of the government. He operates under the 
written Constitution as defined by the courts; but, evermore, he oper¬ 
ates under an unwritten Constitution, composed of a body of executive 
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orders which are drawn up by the Presidential assistants and are based 
often only on the fact that some previous President had done some¬ 
thing of the sort. The process of Constitution-making thus resides in 
the Presidency far more than in Congress and rivals the similar process 
in the Supreme Court. As a distributor of power, the President not 
only bestows his blessings on a large number of lucky individuals who 
come in for the political prizes and flock to Washington when their 
man has won: he also blesses a particular class or segment of the popu¬ 
lation. Under Roosevelt’s New Deal the intellectuals got a chance at 
power; under both Roosevelt and Truman the labor groups were simi¬ 
larly cut in; under Eisenhower a large number of corporate executives, 
major and minor, eagerly found their place in the Washington power 
hierarchy. 

But even with the maximum degree of delegation of Presidential 
duties to staff and advisers, the Presidency remains a tense and crushing 
office, and is likely to take its toll in the future as in the past. This has 
made the problem of Presidential succession, in the event of death or 
disabling illness, more crucial. The likelihood is that Americans will 
be more aware of the importance of the Vice-President in the Presi¬ 
dential succession, and that the Throttlebottom type of Vice-President 
is on his way out. 


4. The Party System and the Voter 

Second only to the development of Presidential government has been 
that of party government. The deriding of party government is a fa¬ 
vorite American sport, and at times the disillusionment with it reaches 
the proportions of despair; yet few Americans would change their 
party system for any other. They feel about it a little as Emerson felt 
about some of the workaday features of his own time, including the 
party caucus: "Banks and tariffs, the newspaper and caucus . . . are 
flat and dull to dull people, but rest on the same foundations of won¬ 
der as the town of Troy and the temple of Delphos." The skeptic 
might say that the party system in America is indeed a "foundation of 
wonder," since it provides the invisible underpinning for the visible 
government and therefore allows the respectable show of formal deci¬ 
sions to be buttressed by transactions which are more effectively hidden. 

Americans think of parties largely in national terms, and it is true 
that the national party organizations become sharply focused every 
four years as the Presidential elections approach. In fact, the party 
system has been defined as a loose aggregation of local machines that 
come together for the stakes of power embodied in the Presidency. Yet 
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it is an error to view the party system primarily on the lefel of the 
national committees, and thus give too much emphasis to the Presiden¬ 
tial stakes. The tough fabric of the party is to be found in the persist¬ 
ent and continuing bread-and-butter efforts to elect Senators, Con¬ 
gressmen, governors and other state officials, sheriffs, county attorneys, 
and the wide, bewildering array of administrative and judicial posts 
which form the jungle of American local politics. When it is remem¬ 
bered that there are more than a million elected officials in the United 
States, not to speak of the vast number of appointed ones who form 
the basis of the patronage system, it will be clear that the party or¬ 
ganization which seeks to elect and appoint them constitutes the frame 
and musculature of American government. The relation between the 
local organizations and the national committees is one of mutual gain 
and loyalty. The party that wins can dispense patronage to the local 
party workers who have helped in the victory. In turn the local bosses 
are expected to be faithful to the national candidates at the party con¬ 
ventions and to "deliver” the votes in the national elections. The ra¬ 
tional organization in turn is expected to bolster the prestige of the 
state and local candidates and to give direction to what would other¬ 
wise be a chaos of local campaigns. 

It would be too cynical to say that the only thing holding parties to¬ 
gether is patronage and office. The party system, while resting on these, 
is actually a way of transmitting the broad ideas and philosophy of 
government from the Presidential and national leaders on top to every 
corner of the country, and of transmitting in turn the sentiments and 
impulses from every locality to the state and national capitals and to 
the top candidates and officials. If in terms of power it furnishes, as I 
have said, the frame and musculature of government, then in terms of 
the communication it forms the circulatory system for the ideas and 
convictions that animate government. 

The parties have played a great functional role in American history. 
It is ironic that this should have been exactly the phase of the American 
governmental system which the framers of the Constitution were most 
anxious to restrain, regarding them as dangerous and fearing (as James 
Madison did) the rise of “factions” that would split the new society as 
they had once filled the Roman and Greek states with bloodshed. Yet 
a hundred years later it was exactly the part of the American govern¬ 
ment to which Bryce, in his American Commonwealth, paid most at¬ 
tention and for that reason got a warm review from a rising young pro¬ 
fessor of politics at Princeton called Woodrow Wilson. The vast, 
sprawling conglomerate of American life—with its sectional, ethnic, and 
religious pluralism, its welter of local governments, an& its rural-urban 
hostilities—required some unifying thongs to hold it together. On the 



THE PARTY SYSTEM AND THE VOTER 383 

other hand, the stiffness of the political machinery and the diffusion of 
authority which always tended toward deadlock required some kind of 
oil to keep the creaking machinery going. The pai ty system has helped 
to furnish something of both: the resiliency and the cohesion, the 
springs to absorb shocks and the thongs to hold the sprawling aggre¬ 
gate together, the oil and the cement. It has given American democracy 
a rough kind of politically functioning unity without the social cost 
that the unity of a single-parly totalitarian system would have involved. 

The “price of union,” in Herbert Agar's phrase, has nonetheless had 
to be paid. That price has been the series of compromises with both 
political principle and doctrinal symmetry which have made American 
history the despair of the ideologists, and also of observers who have 
tried to see them in the image of the European doctrinal parties. It has 
also been at least a partial surrender of the heritage of the Founding 
Fathers to those whom Gerald Johnson has called the "Founding 
Uncles’’—the masters and manipulators of machine politics. Although 
they are regarded as the black sheep of the family and are always 
linked with “partisan” politics, their actual role has been to temper 
the sharpness of conflict which, with more doctrinally committed men, 
could have proved intolerable. The party system has thus channeled 
the emotional and polemic energies that have struggled for mastery 
of the nation’s destiny; it has—with the great exception of the Civil 
War—made it possible to avoid outright violence in the transfer of 
power from one majority to another. Viewing American history from 
the angle of parties, one might even say that the Civil War became in¬ 
evitable when the party system broke down and when the Democratic 
party, which had still held the sections together loosely, was split in 
two. 

One thing should be added about the party boss and his machine.* 
They too have not been immune to the changes that have swept 
American society. These changes—the ending of the big flow of immi¬ 
gration, the shift in class lines, the sustained pitch of prosperity, the 
emergence of the welfare state, the mobility of population, the rise of 
TV as the principal mode of reaching the voters—have played havoc 
with the textbook and newspaper cartoon figure of the boss. The old- 
time boss, who was gruffly illiterate, who used strong-arm methods, who 
recruited his stalwarts from the docks and saloons, who got his share 
of the gravy of city contracts, who took care of trouble in the families 
of his constitutents and sent them Christmas baskets, has given way to 
a very different kind of figure. One need only cite as examples the 
current or recent figures of David Lawrence of Pittsburgh, Carmine De 

* For a discussion of the boss and machine in the context of urban culture, see Ch. 
Ill, Sec. 9 , “City Lights and Shadows.” 
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Sapio of New York City, James A. Finnegan of Philadelphia,’and Jake 
Arvey and Richard Daley of Chicago, to get a flavor of the change. The 
new boss is likely to be highly literate; he still has a feel for tight-knit 
organization but has learned the methods of using surveys and polls 
before making any important moves; he works closely with the net¬ 
work of Washington agencies; he is still responsive to the needs and 
outlook of the minority ethnic groups which form the core of his 
voters, but he talks in terms of public welfare and often of national 
issues; on the floor of the national conventions he is interviewed on 
TV and delights in the image he presents as a kingmaker; rarely any 
longer does he reach out for some stumblebum to put into office as a 
front for his machine: he is far more likely to pick a liberal candidate 
with prestige, intellect, and glamour for the large mass of voters; while 
he gives this candidate a chance at office and power, the candidate in 
turn gives him respectability and the feeling of taking part in a mean¬ 
ingful political movement. 

I do not mean to prettify the darker elements of the picture of po¬ 
litical power and acquisitiveness. One can still find the alliance be¬ 
tween the political and criminal underworlds which is part of the 
pathology of American life. In almost any sizable American city one 
can start with the gambling syndicates, the bookies, the slot machines, 
and the "numbers racket,” and draw a line to the police and adminis¬ 
trative officials with the reasonable expectation that somewhere along 
the line "protection money” will be flowing freely. On the Federal 
level one can start with the officials awarding public-works and defense 
contracts, or administering the tax laws or some phase of business regu¬ 
lation, and draw a line to substantial corporations and "fly-by-night” 
firms, and somewhere along the line one will find "kick-backs,” "influ¬ 
ence peddling," and those "conflicts of interest” which arise when a 
government official also has a stake in a particular business firm and its 
profits. Any political party long in power becomes slack in its moral 
standards. Any political party long out of power becomes hungry for 
the fleshpots. Often party lines are wholly erased, and the political 
machine in power "cuts in” the mercenaries of the political machine 
out of power. 

While Americans continue to denounce corruption, they also con¬ 
tinue to practice it. It must be obvious that such features of American 
life as the “fix,” the "shakedown,” "protection,” the "pay-off,” and the 
"racket” go deeper than the nature of local politics itself. They express 
a moral slackness not limited to politics but reaching into business and 
labor and the operative codes of what you can "get by with.” The role 
of the local party system in this pattern is clear: by crewing what Elihu 
Root called an "invisible government” behind the formal one, and a 
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class of political hangers-on who live in the twilight world between the 
lawful and the lawless, it makes the moral breakdown easier and in¬ 
stitutionalizes the gap between profession and behavior. 

The scar left on American life by this corruption is not a negligible 
one. It is one of the factors that contribute to the recurring moods of 
political despair. T he gap between the moral rhetoric of American life 
and the periodic revelations of what actually happens in politics and 
business is enough finally to desensitize the citizen and produce in him 
a despair of ever getting any reform accomplished. This despair leads 
the voter, however mistakenly, to lump the minor frailties of a "reform” 
candidate with the major larcenies and treacheries of the boss-dictated 
machine nominee. It is one of the facts of American political life that 
local reform administrations are rarely sustained, and that the waves of 
new political resolve which periodically sweep over the American con¬ 
science somehow get dissipated, leaving behind only echoes of the surge 
and thunder of the reformers. 

A balanced picture of the local political organizations would take ac¬ 
count of the corruption, the alternations of reform and despair, the 
residues of the old ethnic "machines,” and the emergence of a new type 
of boss or “leader” who could better be described as a "manager,” since 
he has become part of the new technical forces that organize so many 
sectors of American life. The drive for power is a crucial element in the 
motivation of‘thesc managers, but there are others as well: personal am¬ 
bition, the hunger for prestige and respectability, the pull and excite¬ 
ment of the political "game,” the eagerness for community standing on 
the part of members of ethnic minorities who can find such standing 
only in politics, the desire to be associated with the national party lead¬ 
ers and to appear in public with the great men on their campaign visits. 
This is a medley ot motivations, at once petty and powerful, but one 
must take account of all of them or run the danger of simplifying one of 
the complex facts of American life. 

The role of the party system is no slight achievement. What it seems is 
that American parties should be viewed not so much in terms of the 
grandeurs of statesmanship or the miseries of corrupt political machines, 
as of the moderating and mediating brokerage role which for better or 
worse both Presidents and machine bosses perform. They are brokers be¬ 
tween the shifting desires and pressure intensities of the diverse opin¬ 
ion blocs that make up the "public,” and the twists and turns of action 
by the men and agencies that make up die “government.” 

The brokerage function of the party system does not diminish the 
role of “public opinion" in America but serves to define its important 
place in politics. Americans are as torn in their attitude toward “public 
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opinion” as they are toward most of their shibboleths: they both defy 
and despise it. They think, of it mystically as a "brooding Omnipresence 
in the sky” which somehow decides on a shifting variety of "issues,” and 
whose decisions are as final and as divinely inspired as the Ark of the 
Covenant. They are repeatedly told that "public opinion” requires this 
or that course of action. But it has often turned out that the “opinion” 
thus invoked is either a ptotective mantle for the interests of a small 
minority, or a passionate majority hatred, or an idea with which a large 
number of the people are obsessed. Following in the track of Graham 
Wallas, Walter Lippmann wrote at the beginning of the 1920s the 
classic American analysis of “public opinion” as a bundle of emotional 
stereotypes, deeply irrational and unverified, which have often been the 
creation of the very editors and political spokesmen who have invoked 
them. As a result, some Americans find themselves fitfully scorning the 
deity with feet of clay at whose shrine other Americans worship. 

This double projection is rellected in the attitude toward the public- 
opinion polls, the sample tests taken of popular attitudes on political 
and social issues of the day. For a time Americans followed their ups and 
downs like anxious relatives watching the fever chart at the bedside of 
the patient, trusting it as a reliable and even infallible guide. But criti¬ 
cal voices were raised to point out that this continued pulse-taking was 
not only treacherous but in itself symptomatic. The failure of the poll¬ 
sters to predict the outcome of the 1948 Presidential election, when 
Dewey snatched defeat from the jaws of victory and Truman found him¬ 
self elected although he was the only man who believed he would be, 
marked the turning point of popular disillusionment about polling. Yet 
even the disillusionment was focused on the wrong aspects of the polls— 
on the statistical percentage of error which might make them unreliable 
in a close election, rather than on the impossibility of reducing to count 
and measure in advance so complex and emotionally intricate an entity 
as a people’s feeling about its own tangled problems and institutions. 

The polls are important, however, as a sign of increasing mechaniza¬ 
tion in the process of political choice in America. This mechanization, 
which has transformed other areas of American life, has affected Presi¬ 
dential elections as well. While the local campaign oratory and the 
whistle-stop tours still linger and retain a real function, there is a wide¬ 
spread feeling that they are archaic survivals from a past that will never 
be retrieved. The press association wires, and more recently the radio 
and TV, have made political campaigning a massive, large-scale affair 
which is directed from the center and through which all parts of the na¬ 
tion are reached instantaneously. The appeals of the candidates get to 
the most remote areas, and the responses are checked and charted on a 
week-to-week graph by the "pollsters,” whose fortunes ffse and fall with 
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the degree of accuracy of their predictions. This mechanizing process 
tends to reduce the voter to an item in a statistical calculation, and a 
digit in a vast radio or TV audience. 

As part of the same process, elections have tended to become more and 
more like a business sales campaign, with the voter playing the role of a 
potential buyer to whom a commodity must be "sold.” At this point, 
politics merges with the larger arts of salesmanship, packaging, arul pub¬ 
licity. The history of American Presidential elections can be partly writ¬ 
ten as the history of slogans which expressed the felt needs of the time 
and jibed exactly with the mood of a particular moment. It is not that 
the slogans themselves, in their repetition, won or lost the elections, but 
that they were symbols for the interests and emotions which did. The 
campaign planners chart out their strategy much as they might chart a 
national sales campaign for their commodity. In bofh cases they call in 
the aid of the crack advertising agencies and public-relations firms. And 
as they test the effects of each tactic on the fever chart of the poll sam¬ 
plings, they shift emphasis and slogans, thus finding new wrappers in 
which to package the commodity they are seeking to sell to the voter. 

What is most dangerous about this mechanization of politics is that it 
threatens to dehumanize the political process itself, which is at heart a 
human process. When the American corporation sells its product to a 
mass audience, using radio and television to capture attention, its great 
fear is that the program may alienate potential buyers in some ethnic, 
religious, or sectional group. Something of that sort happens in political 
campaigns. A smart candidate will evade any issue which might bring 
him into head-on conflict with a sizable organized group of voters. Since 
there are few issues that are "safe” in this sense, the trend is for the cam¬ 
paigner to speak in blurred generalities, except when he is appealing to 
a specific voting bloc or interest group and bidding for their support 
against his rival. The mechanization of the voter ends up in the dehy¬ 
dration of the candidate and of the issues. 

I have described these trends toward mechanization as forcibly as 
possible, yet I do not believe that they will prevail and occupy the whole 
field, or even that they represent the larger truth about American elec¬ 
toral choice. It is a mistake to overemphasize the theme of mechanism 
in American politics. It is dangerous to assume that the American voter 
is a puppet, either propelled by drives of class and group interest or 
manipulated by professional politicians and public-relations experts. In 
addition to this mechanistic fallacy, as it may be called, there is a paral¬ 
lel tendency to depict American political parties as monstrously efficient 
autonomous machines, giant Tweedledums and Tweedledees which op¬ 
erate apart from the voters, using them cynically every four years but 
themselves beyond capture and control. Both these fallacies underrate 



386 


THE POLITICAL SYSTEM 


che common run of American as a willing and valuing huiyan being. 
They make him a passive entity, a globule who is acted upon but never 
acts, who is chosen but never chooses, who is led but does not shape his 
leadership, who is counted but does not confound his counters. 

This conception of the voter is especially dear to those who find his 
changing behavior baffling and fear to face the fact of genuine differ¬ 
ences between the political parties on the issues of great moment, and 
who therefore prefer the picture of puppets easily manipulated. One 
might point out that if the politicians manipulate the voters, the voters 
also manipulate their politicians by casting the political leader relent¬ 
lessly in the role they want him to play and making a candidate a sym¬ 
bol of their feelings and drives regardless of how he may himself feel. In 
every election the leader catches the contagion of his followers just as 
surely as they catch his. If the voters are sometimes manipulated men, 
the leaders are often driven men. 

But the strains of irrationalism may themselves be overstated. The fact 
is that, however irrational the stereotypes by which the herd does its 
herd thinking, politics for Americans is not only a puppet show. To 
some extent it is a question of whether they will have jobs or be unem¬ 
ployed. whether they will be able to survive as small businessmen, what 
they will get in their pay envelopes or for their farm prbducts, what will 
happen to their unions, what will be the destiny of their kin in countries 
abroad, whether there will be peace or war for their sons and husbands, 
what measure of civil rights they will achieve and to what extent their 
freedoms of speech, thought, and religious worship will be protected. 

Thus the image of cigar-smoking politicians sitting in a smoke-filled 
room, deciding the destinies of the parties and the nation, is not ade¬ 
quate for American politics. It is not even adequate for the party conven¬ 
tions that nominate the candidates. It is true that state conventions dc^des- 
ignate the party’s choice for Senators and Congressmen, and for governor 
and other state offices, are often (although by no means always) rubber- 
stamp affairs which confirm decisions already reached by the party man¬ 
agers. But a national convention is something very different. There are 
rarely any managers who can control the national party: the chairman of 
the National Committee is likely to be a technician, usually chosen by the 
titular party leader and filling a caretaker role between conventions; his 
value to the party is imperiled if he identifies himself too closely with 
any one candidate or segment of the party before, the convention has 
made its choice. The convention itself turns into a battle between rival 
party “wings" and between the rival candidates for nomination, their 
managers, and the heads of the already committed state delegations. It is 
a battle whose initial skirmishes are fought in state primaries and party 
huddles long before the convention assembles; its techniques are usually 
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those of making exaggerated claims of the candidate’s strength, appeal, 
and prospects and minimizing those of his rivals; its tactics are intricate, 
devious, and so often carried on through commitments and "deals” be¬ 
hind the scenes that the TV audience (which has become an immense 
one in recent years) often misses the decisive elements of the battle while 
focusing on the overt drama of the speeches from the rostrum and the 
demonstrations from the floor; its final outcome may not be known for 
certain until a close roll call, when the delegations have already been 
polled but ask at the end to change their votes, either to nose out a vic¬ 
tory at the finish line or to “get on the band wagon” when victory for 
one candidate seems inevitable. 

There has been a movement to abandon the convention because it 
lends itself to manipulation by the managers and to shift the choice of 
candidates to state primaries which will be binding on the delegations. 
But I doubt whether (his either will or should take place. The people 
would be denied the crucial thing about a national party convention: 
the fact that it is often genuinely an arena, although sometimes only a 
fake one; that it is in a sense a preliminary nation-wide election held 
inside the party, in which national rather than local issues can be can¬ 
vassed, and the candidates can have an intense light focused on their 
personalities, their skill and maneuver, their candor or cunning of 
character, and their capacity to express the surging emotions of the time 
and therefore to attract votes. Manipulation does not always work. It 
often happens that a candidate for the party nomination will come to 
the convention with a number of state delegations safely sewed up, per¬ 
haps with a plurality of delegates, yet lose the nomination because the 
consensus of (he delegates is that he cannot win the election. It also 
happens, as with the Republican nomination of Lincoln in i860 and 
of Wendell Willkie in 1940, that several rival candidates are in dead¬ 
lock and the convention decides on a third who had not been in the 
running ("dark horse”) because the delegates hope that the qualities 
which give him a fresh appeal to them may appeal to the voters as well. 

I do not say that politics in America is in any sense deeply ideological. 
It is differentiated from European politics exactly by its non ideological 
quality. There has always been an organic optimism in American so¬ 
ciety which Europe today lacks and which communicates itself to the 
party system. Equally, the lack of rigidity within the American social 
system is paralleled by a lack of rigidity within the party system. Just 
as America remains a relatively open society, so it contains a relatively 
open party system. The difference between Democrats and Republicans, 
while it is more than the difference between Tweedledum and Tweedle- 
dee, is not such as to split the society itself or invite civil conflict. 
The Democrats move, at most, toward a welfare state: the Republicans 
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try to minimize some of the trends toward state power which the Demo¬ 
crats accept; yet the idea of welfare democracy has been so strongly es¬ 
tablished since the New Deal that it would be a reckless party or candi¬ 
date who would now dare repudiate it. The choices between the two 
are usually substantial choices but not desperate ones. There is vituper¬ 
ation which runs rampant during American Presidential elections, and 
there is a constant stream of criticism of the Administration which may 
seem to most Europeans to verge on violence. Yet the violence is wholly 
verbal, and the vituperation is likely to be personal rather than ideo¬ 
logical. Because there is an atmosphere of economic and social hope, the 
American voter still feels that he can make his choices. 

These choices are not between dogmas or doctrines. They are mainly 
the choices between particular men, who are the symbols of a political 
direction more or less clearly discerned. The program itself—despite 
"party platforms” and "planks”—is less important than the personal 
symbol. That is why, especially in the back country regions of America, 
candidates make their appeal to the voters in a histrionic fashion. It 
is not unusual, in the Deep South or in Texas or in the mountain or 
Pacific states, for a candidate to campaign by dressing up in costume, 
with a familiar symbol of red suspenders or a coonskin cap or with the 
help of a hillbilly band. It is truer of Americans than of others that 
they can afford this kind of happy-go-lucky cynicism. They can afford 
to take politics less seriously than those peoples who live closer to the 
margin of survival. Yet, as I have suggested, one can easily be misled by 
this surface tomfoolery. American politics are a politics of ingrained 
attitude rather than of doctrine, yet the attitudes are based on a clear 
sense of interest and on social realities. 

Since these social realities have been transformed by the currents of 
change in the past quarter century the party system has also been trans¬ 
formed. Utopians of the Left and Right on the margin of both major 
parties have long yearned either for some new and gleaming third party 
that would clear up all the confusions or for a realignment of elements 
within the two parties that would make one of them clearly “liberal” 
and the other clearly "conservative.” Yet this has not happened nor is 
it likely to. Instead there have been political changes in both parties 
and in Congress that have left party lines as blurred as ever but, as 
Lubell has shown, more nationalized and more responsive to the deep 
social changes in American life and culture. 

In the earlier pages I have discussed some of these changes, and in the 
pages to follow I shall deal with others. Among the most notable are 
what has happened to the city and the suburbs, to the ethnic and re¬ 
ligious groups in America, to labor, to the middle c&sses, and to class 
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mobility, to the internal population migrations, to the rural areas and 
the small towns, to the thinking of Americans on war and cold war and 
on world power and civil liberties. Paity politics are the most sensitive 
barometer of the changes taking place in the mood and thinking of 
Americans. It would be surprising if American party politics had not 
registered these far-reaching changes by a party transformation which 
—while its evidences are more or less hidden—is as real as the suburban 
revolution or the technological one. 

We must remember that the party system is more than an organiza¬ 
tion for power and spoils. It is an arena in which not only sectional and 
regional differences but also ethnic, religious, and class forces converge 
and battle it out. Traditionally the sectional divisions have thrown the 
“Solid South” into the Democratic column, while New England and 
the Middle West have been considered safely Republican. The ethnic 
vote generally found the Irish and (after the Smith candidacy of 1928) 
the Italian Catholics in the Democratic party, while the Midwestern 
Germans and Scandinavians and the Northern Negroes were in the Re¬ 
publican party. Recent events have changed the picture. With the New 
Deal the Negroes became more identified with the Democrats, as did 
the Jews (later both, especially the Negroes, began to swing back). The 
migration of Negroes from the South to the Northern cities opened 
them to the fluctuations of prosperity and depression, made them more 
sensitive to the struggle for civil rights, as well as placing them in a 
position to do something about it through their votes. In the cities they 
and other migrants from the farms and hills of the South and Midwest 
found themselves allied with second- and third-generation immigrants 
whose families had come from Europe before the gates were closed and 
settled down mainly in the big cities. The double movement of migra¬ 
tion to the cities—from abroad and from within the nation—created the 
material for an ethnically conscious urban population. 

It was Franklin Roosevelt's success in mustering these minority groups 
within the Democratic party under the big city machines, and allying 
them with labor, the Solid South, and to some extent the farmers, that 
produced the Great Coalition on which the Democrats relied for two 
decades. The Democratic leaders were more alert to the mood and needs 
of these groups and offered them greater hospitality than the Republi¬ 
cans. But there was a deeper reason ^fbr their success: these city groups 
were largely of the working class and the lower middle class, open to 
the ravages of unemployment, dependent upon government action to 
protect their interests, ready material for arguments on behalf of the 
welfare state. The Great Depression, by precipitating trends inherent 
in American politics even before Roosevelt, led to the Great Coalition. 

More complex was the role of the suburbs and the new middle class 
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in the party revolution. The movement from farm and small town to 
city was accompanied (as we have seen) by the movement from city to 
suburb. With mounting prosperity and living standards the children 
and grandchildren of the immigrants left the cities in search of a bet¬ 
ter life and a better social status. The new middle class, settling in the 
suburbs, was drawn largely from the ethnic groups that were part of 
the New Deal coalition. In some cases they changed their politics along 
with their mode of life, despite Adlai Stevenson's injunction to “vote 
Democrat so that you can live like Republicans.” But, while the mean¬ 
ing of the voting shifts in the suburbs is still under study, the chances 
are that a number of newer suburban dwellers retained their political 
allegiance even with their new mode of life, so that the traditional Re¬ 
publican strength of the older suburbs was infiltrated by the Demo¬ 
cratic newcomers. 

The role of the middle class proved to be a very different one in the 
case of the South, where the course of industiialization brought a new 
strain of white-collar, small-business, and "organization-man” thinking 
into what had once been solidly sectional. For the South this middle 
class was an almost wholly new phenomenon, with values much more 
closely related to the thinking of the corporate bureaucracy and its sat¬ 
ellites throughout the country than to the more strictly Southern con¬ 
cerns. Hence a new Republican strain in the South, especially in states 
like Florida, Texas, Virginia, and Georgia, which took the lead in in¬ 
dustrialization. The trend toward a two-party South was unmistakable, 
and by the mid-1950s the Southern cities were almost on a two-party 
basis; yet the rural areas were still overwhelmingly Democratic, and 
there was still some doubt as to whether and when the South would 
achieve a two-party system. There could be little doubt that the once 
solid South would in time become a two-party South. To be sure, in¬ 
dustrialism also brought with it a new population 'of industrial work¬ 
ers, who would normally share the Democratic preference of the trade- 
unions. But the drive for trade-union organization in the South lagged 
badly behind the new middle-class consciousness. 

The role of labor and the farmer in party politics underwent changes 
throughout the nation. As the industrial workers grew more confident 
of their place in American life, and as they won most of their objec¬ 
tives in wages and union security, their political militancy tended to 
fade. While the leaders of the new labor federation were still generally 
part of the Democratic coalition, they knew they could not count on 
a solid political support from the trade-union members. The 1952 Eisen¬ 
hower victory, which would have been impossible if the Republicans 
had not cut substantially into the labor vote, was p^pof that American 
workers do not vote wholly along class lines. But the obverse has hap- 
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pened in the last decade to American farmers. The farm price support 
program, inaugurated by the New Deal, caused normally Republican 
farm areas in Iowa or Minnesota to vote Democratic in several elections 
from 1936 through 1948. Even the traditional isolationism of the Ger¬ 
man and Scandinavian ethnic groups among the farmers (these groups 
usually vote on issues of war, peace, and foreign policy) could not re¬ 
verse this trend. The farmer tended to vote his crops, his crop prices, 
and his crop parity supports as he had been doing for some time, and 
the vote might easily go to either party, depending on its promises and 
performance; but the normal tendency of the rural areas still temained 
Republican: they are conservative chiefly because most of the othei 
welfare-state issues, except for the issue of farm subsidies, grow out of 
urban and suburban needs and outlook. 

Even with a declining farm population and a lesser sole for the 
farmer in the economy, theie is no more important cleavage in Ameri¬ 
can politics than the split between the rural and city forces. This is 
true in state even more than in national politics, as witness New York, 
Ohio, Wisconsin, Illinois, and Indiana, where the city-farm split re¬ 
flects the division between the two major parties. Within many state 
governments a similar city-farm division is reflected in the tug of war 
between the governor and the legislature. The strength of the farm 
groups clearly does not lie in their numbers as voters but in their 
strangle hold on the legislatures, both state and national, which they 
retain through the failure to redraw Congressional district lines, through 
the seniority rule on Congressional committees, and through the 
“county unit” rule in a number of states whefe small rural population 
units are counted equal with heavy urban concentrations. The more 
than 70 per cent of Americans classified as urban pay well over 90 per 
cent of the taxes and elect only 20 per cent of the representatives to 
state legislatures. It follows that overrepresentation of the rural and 
small town areas means underrepresentation of the city groups, includ¬ 
ing the racial and religious minorities and the worker and middle-class 
groups. It will usually be found that the divisions in Congress between 
the rural and the urban states or districts have more impact on the 
Congressional votes than the party divisions themselves. 

It has been suggested, notably by Lubell, that the fluctuations of 
party fortunes are cyclical rather th<Nf immediate. Certainly the history 
of American Presidential elections would seem to bear this out, as wit¬ 
ness the long tenure of the Republicans from Lincoln through Hoover, 
with the sole Democratic interruptions by Cleveland and Wilson; simi¬ 
larly one could trace a Democratic cycle from 1932 to 1952, broken by 
the Eisenhower victory. To speak of a cyclical swing is to restate the 
idea that party politics respond to long-range changes inside the society 
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and the culture. But where these changes are as tangled and cross- 
grained as they have recently been in American life, each of the major 
parties is bound to be affected by them within itself. The partnership 
of the race-conscious South and the minority-conscious big cities is 
bound to be an uneasy one, although probably not an impossible one 
for the Democrats to maintain. Even within the ethnic minorities the 
political ties are often difficult to sustain: there is friction between 
Catholics and Jews inside the Democratic party, as indeed there is fric¬ 
tion in a few big-city machines between the Irish and Italian political 
leaders. The cold war has further split the political unity of the Catho¬ 
lics, a number of whom have responded to Republican attacks upon the 
"softness” of Democratic administrations both in foreign policy and in 
domestic "security” and "loyalty” cases. As for the Republicans, they 
too have suffered serious internal splits. On the one hand there are the 
Eastern and big-city Republicans who feel that the best conservatism 
is that of consolidating the gains made by the welfare state without let¬ 
ting them get out of hand and become revolutionary in a destructive 
way. On the other hand there are the Republicans of the Midwestern 
power renters who are convinced that voters wanting a welfare state 
will vote Democratic rather than Republican, and who therefore move 
toward a more drastic conservative position. 

Given these party shifts and internal strains, it seems academic for 
American political thinkers to call for stronger discipline inside the 
parties. This internal battle will inevitably be fought out because it is 
only a reflection of the deep clash of forces outside both parties, within 
the social system. One can speak of party discipline on some particular 
issue, up to the point where the issue becomes so important that it will 
break the party before it is itself broken. The way of politicians on such 
matters is to avoid both discipline and conflict and avert disaster by 
evading the whole issue, at least outwardly. This is a solution of a sort, 
but it is scarcely consistent with either ideological clarity or any mean¬ 
ingful party discipline. How the party strategists handle such problems 
as those of Southern consciousness and Negro rights, or those of Catho¬ 
lic and Jewish consciousness, may prove the decisive difference between 
party victory and defeat. Obviously any sizable minority which feels 
strongly enough its sectional or religious or ethnic interests becomes a 
balance-of-power group, staying as long as possible away from party 
commitments, knowing its strength and determined to exact conces¬ 
sions through that strength. 

To add to the complexity of the picture, there has been increasing 
talk of the "independent” vote and a growing tendency of both parties 
to appeal to this vote by speaking in “moderate” language. It may have 
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been the vote of the sizable group of voters uncommitted to either of 
the two major parties that threw the pollsters into confusion in 1948. 
Certainly it is the independent voter, once called “Mugwump,” who 
keeps the party system from becoming rigidified and maintains the mar¬ 
gin of free choice within it which makes it a living instrument. He 
prides himself on the mobility of his allegiance and on the fact that he 
cannot be taken for granted. It gives him the virtuous feeling of being 
outside the political machine, above the muck and corruption of party 
politics, committed to principle rather than to party. Yet it is still un¬ 
clear whether the strength of this "independent” bloc will increase or 
diminish. 

Instead of speaking of a big bloc of uncommitted voters outside the 
parties, it is more relevant to speak of shifting groups of voters inside 
the parties who are inclined to abandon them on one issue or another 
but will probably return when the issue is no longer a strong one. In 
practice the appeal to the growing number of these voters has meant 
at once a sharper appeal to the voting blocs cutting across the parties 
and an emphasis on the personality of the candidate. Eisenhower was 
able to win in 1952 and 1956 because he expressed the vague feelings 
of many voters who were caught between the parties and who re¬ 
sponded to his earnest contention that he was a "dynamic conservative” 
or a “conservative progressive,” a mixture of terms which meant that 
he preferred not to make a choice between more clear-cut sets of politi¬ 
cal principles. 

This looseness has its limitations. William Allen White contended 
that there were four parties in America—the Liberal Republicans, the 
Tory Republicans, the Bryan and (later) New Deal Democrats, and the 
Southern Democrats. In Hoover's Administration the “sons of the wild 
jackass” led a Republican revolt which embarrassed the main body of 
conservative strength within the party. Under the Roosevelt and Tru¬ 
man administrations the President has had to contend with an adverse 
coalition of Republicans and Tory Democrats which played hob with 
Administration programs. Since Congress is organized on the committee 
system, where the shift of one member to the opposing side can make 
the decisive difference, this hostile coalition made the whole domestic 
program of the Fair Deal an ineffectual one. Hence the tendency among 
American political thinkers to emphasize the need for internal party 
discipline if the party is to maintain its identity. The problem, as 
throughout politics, is to find the balance between the “iron law of 
oligarchy” which makes all structures too rigid internally and the anar¬ 
chic tendencies which make it difficult to hold any structure together 
for any length of time. For the present the American party system suf¬ 
fers more severely from anarchy than from rigidity. Yet over the dec- 
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ades it has managed to perform its function of canalizing without vio¬ 
lence the energies and loyalties of Americans of diverse national origins, 
and of achieving a measure of political unity without imprinting on it 
the totalitarian stamp. 

The idea of a two-party system is more crucial to keep alive now, when 
it is being challenged by single-party totalitarianisms, than it has ever 
been. Both the major parties in American politics owed their origins to 
movements of popular radical ism—the Democratic party having been 
firmly established by the Jacksonian revolution on the Jeffersonian 
cadre, and the Republican party having come to birth out of the anti- 
slavery libertarianism and free-land equalitariani.sm of the 1850s. The 
history of third party movements in America is the history of lost causes, 
some of whose energy, ideas, and programs were eventually absorbed 
by the major parties. Third parties, when they have been dangerous 
enough, have caused the major parties to shift their position. But to 
be wholly successful, a third party has had to displace the weaker of 
the major parties and become itself a second party. This happened 
when the Whigs replaced the Federalists, when the Democrats replaced 
the Democratic-Republicans, and when the Republicans replaced the 
Whigs. But in the case of the Populists, the Progressive party of La 
Follette, and the Socialists, the typical experience has been that of an 
open larceny of their platforms by the existing party system. Each of 
the major parties in turn is full of contradictions; but of the two, the 
Republicans still present a more nearly consistent adherence to business 
and corporate views, while the Democrats more nearly express the as¬ 
pirations of the classes and minorities still struggling to find their place 
in the sun. 

While party lines are shifting and will continue to shift, they are 
unlikely to add up to any drastic party realignment, least of all to the 
emergence of a new party like the British Labor party, with a new 
class base. The American parties will continue to absorb new energies 
and new points of view while remaining a two-party system. The line 
of party growth in the calculable future may possibly involve the ab¬ 
sorption by the Republicans of a number of Democratic conservatives, 
and by the Democrats of Republican liberals. Yet the stronger signs 
point to the ever-growing strength of labor political action within the 
Democratic party, the fashioning of a sharper philosophy and strategy 
of planning and socialization, the continued absorption of a philosophy 
of welfare action by the Republicans, and the organization of the eco¬ 
nomically and politically lagging South. The long-term trend seems to 
be a consistent, if hesitant and intermittent, movement of both parties 
further toward the libera] direction—unless a war catastrophe changes 
the whole national as well as party picture. 
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5 . Power and Equilibrium 

I have spoken of the Presidency as the force that shapes the national 
mood and direction, and of the party as the frame that holds the polity 
together and keeps it functioning. But the central fact of any political 
system is power, and its gravest danger is that the contending power 
pressures will disrupt it by their intensity, or else dominate it if they 
become too concentrated. How has the American system met this prob¬ 
lem? And how has it dealt with the related problem of the division 
of power between the central government and the states, between power 
at the center and power at the rim? 

Power in America cannot be understood by looking only at the gov¬ 
ernmental structure. American historians and social thinkers have some¬ 
times overvalued and sometimes undervalued the role of political power 
in the American story, depending on their own angle of vision and 
their theory of history and human nature. The conservatives, secure in 
their economic power, have stressed the dangers of the political. The 
liberals have inveighed against economic power, while counting on the 
political most heavily for modes of change and reform. The radicals 
have stressed economic power because of their class approach to his¬ 
tory, while (as shown in the case of Veblen and Beard) they have grossly 
undervalued political power and its use as an instrument for change. 

Mostly, however, the run-of-the-mill American has shown a healthy 
concern for all phases of power: as a practical matter he has pursued 
purchasing power, admiring intensely its accumulation in the hands of 
the rich. While focusing his political interest on the Presidency as the 
core and symbol of the government, he has been wary of the Federal 
power and its administrative arm as too complicated for the mind to 
grasp. He has been suspicious of trade-union power and church power 
even more than of corporate power, and suspicious also of military 
power—at least until the period of the world wars and cold wars. 

Recent American history has witnessed important changes in the dis¬ 
tribution of power. There has been a shift from Congressional to Presi¬ 
dential and administrative power, a shift from formal policy-making to 
budget-making power which often *has carried policy-making with it, a 
shift from local and state power to Federal power. Similarly there has 
been a shift of power from the churches, the universities, and the law¬ 
yers to the Big Press and the opinion industries, from the farmers and 
small-industry groups to the big corporate industries, from the owners 
to the managers of industry, from civilians to the military. 

The fact about American power, as about so many other phases of 
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American life, is that it is plural and fluid. It is many-faceted rather 
than uniform; it is dispersed among a number of groups; it has shifted 
geographically and in its class distribution. There has been, to be sure, 
a steady movement toward concentration in every form of power. Yet 
the agencies of power have multiplied, as witness the growing distribu¬ 
tion of economic power among the corporation, the trade-union, and 
the government. 

Since the beginning of the nation the whole American atmosphere 
has been saturated with power—technological, economic, political, re¬ 
ligious, military, financial. From the cop and the precinct boss to the 
foreman and trade-union leader and corporate executive, from sergeant 
to general, from bureau clerk to President, the sense of power has been 
pervasive in the American experience, and the sense of the limits of 
power has also been constantly present. In contrast with aristocratic or 
military societies, America has had no elite groups of birth or status 
trained to the exercise of power. There has been enough diffusion to 
give the nation as a whole the chance to revel in the feeling of abun¬ 
dant power. The Americans as a nation have been relatively parvenus 
in its use and have therefore distrusted its users, but what is remark¬ 
able is that this nation of parvenus has not carried the abuse of power 
further than it has. 

The reason may perhaps be found in a distinction drawn by Santa¬ 
yana between power as a generative force and domination as a frustrat¬ 
ing and destructive one. The atmosphere in which American life has 
developed has been one of a continued expansiveness which has kept 
America relatively free of the frustrations of power that more con¬ 
stricted cultures have incurred. This offers a clue to the fact that while 
there has often been corruption in American political life, there has 
never been a serious attempt at dictatorship. The dangers of tyranny 
are greatest in a society where power has never been widely diffused. 
As Santayana again points out, in a comment on Lord Acton’s great 
epigram on power, only those unaccustomed to power are corrupted 
by it. While Santayana means it to be an argument for aristocratic so¬ 
cieties and against popular democracies, it has actually worked differ¬ 
ently in America, where the corruption is likely to be in the lure of 
the Big Money rather than of absolute political power. 

This raises the question of what De Tocqueville stressed and Aristotle 
foresaw long before him—the dangers of a majority tyranny on the one 
hand and on the other the servility of the democratic mob to a dema¬ 
gogue-dictator. As one of the great innovations of world history, ma¬ 
jority rule powerfully attracted De Tocqueville and oth^ commentators 
to the American experiment while it raised in their minds profound 
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doubts and fears. These doubts and fears have a real base, as shown by 
the popular hysterias that have swept over American opinion. Yet the 
power of the demagogue-dictator has worked itself out to a grim sequel 
not in America, where mob rule had been most anticipated and feared, 
but in Germany, Italy, Russia, China, and the "People’s democracies” 
of eastern Europe. 

What was wrong with the calculations of the fearers and predictors? 
Partly they failed to reckon with the strength of the constitutional tra¬ 
dition, but mainly they failed to take into account the pluralist charac¬ 
ter of power in America—its many loci, its widespread diffusion in one 
form or another, the heterogeneous quality of American society, and 
the talent for equilibrium it has shown. 

The tyranny of the mob is a very real tyranny. It shows itself notably 
in America in periods after wars, when tensions have come to the 
breaking point, and on the brink of war, when the cult of the nation¬ 
state gives an opportunity to the loyalty hunters and the professional 
accusers. Yet it would be hard to point to any period in American 
history and say, “Here is where the majority ran riot in America and 
trampled upon freedom.”* A close student of American power is more 
apt to study not the majority but the minorities—the lobbies, the pres¬ 
sure groups, the sectional interests, the corporate and trade-union lead¬ 
ers, the heads of the Congressional investigations. Even in the case of 
the loyalty hunts and the search for "subversives,” the effective stimulus 
has not been majoiity hysteria but a cold campaign by pressure groups 
in the hunt for some particular quarry. A new feature on the landscape 
of American power is the "veto group,” which pretends to act in the 
name of the majority but actually terrorizes it. 

To understand the American pressure groups, one must understand 
that to move a huge and unwieldy mass, such as the American leviathan, 
you have to push very hard. The strength and variety of these pressure 
groups, the bra/enness of their lobbyists, the vast sums they have spent 
on propaganda, their use of techniques as diverse as the corruption of 
government officials on the one hand and large-scale direct mailing on 
the other hand: these have often been described. The number of 
registered lobbyists in Washington, not taking account of those who 
operate under cover, exceeds the -number of Congressmen. They are 
paid more than the President and the Supreme Court justices, and 
they have the big money at their disposal. There is little doubt that 
they influence legislation, in many cases help draft the laws; they are 
especially active in a war economy where big contracts are at stake; they 

• For further discussion of this theme, see Sec. 10 of this chapter, "The Struggle for 
Civil Liberties”; also Ch. lX,Sec. 4 , “Varieties of American Character.” 
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often succeed in reaching and sometimes even supplying strategic mem¬ 
bers of the government. 

The political theorists of the early twentieth century, including some 
Americans, used to write a good deal about guilds and hanker for a 
society in which a network of them would hold the power and perform 
the functions of government. In a sense there is a network of American 
pressure groups—from the farm bloc, the trade-unions, the churches 
militant, the ethnic groups and the patriotic societies down to pro¬ 
tective associations for birds and historic shrines—that form a kind of 
guildism in American life. Sometimes they are merely a nuisance with 
which Congressmen and bureaucrats have learned to deal, sometimes 
they represent permanent group interests which they do not allow the 
legislators and administrators to forget. Always they express the in¬ 
dividual’s sense that he is powerless alone in so huge a society and 
must therefore band with others to exert pressure; they also express 
the principle of the right of free association gone berserk. Alongside 
this guildism there is also what has been called a clientelism that has 
developed in America, meaning that when a man has some particular in¬ 
terest at stake and wants to exert his power to protect or advance it, he 
turns as a client to a professional influence technician who knows— 
for a fee or a percentage—how to get what, where, when, and from 
whom. 

I doubt whether any of these—interest groups, pressure groups or 
veto groups, guildism or clientelism, lobbyists or per-centers—will under¬ 
mine the American Republic. Just as the tyranny of the majority in 
American life has been overrated, so also more recently has the de- 
uructiveness of minorities. Both have been facets of the effort to balance 
the principle of popular sovereignty with the fact of a richly diverse 
and pluralistic society. America's enemies nourished the hope of a na¬ 
tion so fragmented that it would succumb to a concerted attack, whether 
by arms or propaganda. The hope has proved wrong. So have the fears 
of those who felt that it was ripe for tyranny. 

One can read in American history, with all its travail, an impressive 
capacity for the balancing and accommodation of interests. This has 
worked out best in the problem of the powers of the nation and the 
states. The authors of The Federalist, who first grappled with the prob¬ 
lem systematically, saw beyond the abstract question of the distribution 
of authority-in-the-members as against authority-at-the-center. For them, 
as for most of the delegates at the Constitutional Convention, the term 
“federalism” had the accent on the central power, whereas today it has 
the accent on the power of the members. For them it was not so much 
a problem of judicious balancing as it was one ol political survival itself. 
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They had to settle first the question of whether there would be a uni¬ 
fied nation, and then the practical political question of whether they 
dared dispense with the states. The answer to the first was that a nation 
was a necessity, to the second that the states had to be retained. From 
that point on it was a question of the means of working out a dual 
system. It must be said for the framers of the Constitution that they 
contrived intricate but effective means. It was in the same pragmatic 
spirit that the great names in the history of federalist thinking worked 
—Justices Marshall, Taney, and Waite, Presidents Lincoln and Frank¬ 
lin Roosevelt. 

For the moving force behind the increasing centralism of power in 
America one must, of course, look to the expanding technology. In 
1787, while the Constitutional Convention was in session in Philadel¬ 
phia, its members are said to have watched a demonstration of John 
Fitch’s steamboat on the Delaware. The symbolism seems ironic, yet 
the constitutional framers had a strong enough feel for the realities of 
power to provide a framework even for the steamboat and its latter- 
day tribe of children. The same forces that led to welfare-state controls, 
and to the gigantism both of business and labor, led by the same logic 
to a steady growth in governmental centralism—“federalism” in the 
sense in which Hamilton and Madison used it. There is a peculiar 
futility in inveighing against only one of the leviathans of American 
life—that of government—without recognizing that it has come into be¬ 
ing to balance the other leviathans. 

There is a curious tenacity in the fallacy which sees the states as the 
champions of individual liberties and the United*States as their enemy. 
The States' Rights doctrine has had a number of diverse champions: 
the Jeffersonians, the Federalists at the time of the Hartford Convention, 
the Southern Democrats, the Republicans who feared national social 
legislation. It was used by both the White Supremacy and the corporate 
groups to maintain an area of immunity from Federal control and keep 
the political power in the hands of state and local units, which are more 
amenable to pressures. This was the tactic employed in the struggle 
over the offshore submerged (“tidelands”) oil deposits, which the 
Supreme Court held to be the property of the Federal government but 
which Congress by special legislation handed over to the states in 1953. 
Sometimes a “No Man’s Land," irt Franklin Roosevelt’s phrase, has 
been created in between the unexercised state power and the forbidden 
Federal power. In general the appeal to States’ Rights has been made 
whenever it was to the advantage of any party, section, or group to make 
it, with little: regard for doctrinal consistency. 

There is, I grant, a strong argument in favor of power on the rim 
and against power at the center. It is one to which the modern genera- 
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tions, with their seme of loss and alienation from the soil, ar^ particu¬ 
larly open. There are many evidences of the grass-roots virility which is 
celebrated in American political oratory and editorials. Yet a student 
of American thought must learn to be wary of a fetishism of the grass 
roots. Aside from the greater safety from gigantism that decentralized 
decision offers, there is no inner healing power within the local govern¬ 
mental units that is denied to the central ones. In fact, the local gov¬ 
ernments which impressed De Tocqueville had become by James 
Bryce’s time so corrupt that he called them “the one conspicuous failure 
of the United States," while Andrew D. White wrote that "with very 
few exceptions, the city governments of the United States are the worst 
in Christendom—the most expensive, the most inefficient, and the most 
corrupt." 

These comments on American city government were made before the 
turn of the century. Since then there have been successive waves of 
municipal reform, the crucial improvement coming through the ap¬ 
plication of the technical managerial approach to city government. Per¬ 
haps because the larger unit draws on better talent and gets greater 
public attention, it still remains true, however, that the quality of gov¬ 
ernment is better on the national than on the state level, and better on 
the state than on the city and county level. Nor should it be forgotten 
that the local unit is more vulnerable to the nonpolitical forms of power 
which may seek to dominate it. Thus there are some American cities 
which are “owned” by an interlocking directorate of business interests 
—perhaps the railroad company, the insurance company, the banks, the 
newspapers, the radio station, the local mill or factory.* 

But these are marginal and somewhat moralistic considerations. Since 
the Civil War the steady movement toward power at the center has 
come as a result of felt needs rather than reasoned preferences or logi¬ 
cal doctrines. Lincoln found it necessary to assert the Federal govern¬ 
ment’s power not only as against the seceded states but also as against 
the governors of the loyal ones, who tried to fight the war as the heads 
of autonomous little empires. With the growth of an industrial network 
cutting across state lines, Justice Waite asserted the power of Congress 
under the “commerce clause," which was an important instrument for 
effective control of interstate business. With the Great Depression the 
breakdown of local finances led to a system of direct Federal aid to 
local units which transformed the whole power gridiron. Finally, in 
both the world wars, the needs of military power and of the war econ 
omy played hob with the traditional lines between governmental units. 

* For an earlier discussion of city government, see Ch. Ill, Sec. 9 , “City Lights and 
Shadows.” 
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The building of a new defense plant at Willow Run in World War 
II, for example, gave rise to a new community which cut across the 
various township and county authorities who could not cope with the 
new housing, health, schooling, and policing problems except under 
central direction. 

Yet it is characteristic of the American temper that after each ex¬ 
tension of the Federal power, a new equilibrium is struck at the higher 
level. Hence the "new federalism” of the present generation, which 
runs toward the return of power to the local units. On questions like 
flood control, the co-operation of states with Federal agencies has 
been hard to get. A number of states have entered into interstate 
compacts on the allocation of common water resources. The Su¬ 
preme Court has asserted the power of Federal control over trade 
wars between states but has interpreted state powers broadly in most 
other cases, including restrictive “right to work” laws and loyalty tests. 
Competition between Federal, state, and local governments for the tax 
dollar has grown sharper every year. On the other hand, there has 
been a working agreement for co-operation between Federal and state 
agencies regulating corporate securities, power companies, and com¬ 
munication utilities. Even where the Federal power is complete, as in 
the case of wartime rationing and the military draft, care is taken to 
put the administrative tasks in the hands of local groups who know their 
neighbors. And in the case of the Tennessee Valley Authority the semi¬ 
nal principle has been developed of decentralizing administration even 
where power has had to be centralized. 

The spirit of the new Federal-state equilibrium can perhaps be best 
expressed by paraphrasing Lincoln’s classic theme: Does it follow that 
a governmental system centralized enough to escape fragmentation 
must be so centralized as to destroy the spirit of local initiative? The 
American answer has been No. Nor should one conclude from the trend 
toward centralized power in America that it has carried everything be 
fore it in its triumphant career. America is still a highly complex and 
unwieldy system of crisscrossing governmental lines, a little as if there 
were forty-eight nations carved out on the state level, along with twenty 
or thirty small ones within each state on the city level. In fact, F. J. Tur¬ 
ner’s comment on the operation df sectionalism—that it converted 
American internal history into a struggle between nations—is still largely 
true, but it goes beyond sectionalism to the whole distribution of power. 

The debate on the question of power at the center as against power 
at the rim continues with considerable vigor among American observers 
mainly because there is still some leeway in the allocation of power, and 
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in many legislative and administrative instances the choices are still 
open. Hence the appeal to history and to the logic of American govern¬ 
ment. in assessing this appeal there tan be little question that there are 
built-in controls in the Constitution itself which favor state and local 
power and close the issue in many cases. For example, the role of the 
states in selecting the President, through the Electoral College or (il 
there is no majority) through the House voting in state units, cannot be 
ignored. Neither can the Senate’s great role in legislation and foreign 
policy, which is also based on the equal representation of the states; nor 
the fact that states decide the qualifications of voters (hence the effective 
disfranchisement of Negroes in the South for generations) and also con¬ 
trol Congressional districting within broad limits set by Congress (hence 
the overrepresentation of the rural areas). How strong is this drive of the 
political mechanism toward state power is shown by another fact: much 
of the function of judicial review has been to be vigilant about the con¬ 
stant intrusions of state action into the realm of the national govern¬ 
ment. In a number of areas, as in the management of land and water re¬ 
sources, the crisscrossing of a double Federal system of jurisdictions and 
agencies has led to a jungle of decisions which only the expert can 
penetrate. 

There are obvious weaknesses in any system which places too much 
power either directly at the center or on the extreme rim. The Ameri¬ 
can system has escaped the weakness of a highly centralized prefecture 
setup, as in France, but it has not wholly escaped the weakening influ¬ 
ence of extreme local power. Wherever these local units have tried 
to take on important functions on their own, there has been an evident 
lack of skill, financial means, and local initiative, which has been one 
of the principal factors in the expansion of Federal power. At the 
municipality level the immense number of units (there are some 120,000 
in the United States), their lack of an effective tax base, and their 
failure to get home rule in many instances have underscored the 
weakness of local initiative. 

What has been developing instead is an intermediate layer of gov¬ 
ernment, through which the states, bolstered by Federal funds, have 
assumed many local and even national functions. The national govern¬ 
ment, through technical aid, through financial grants and tax offsets 
made conditional upon the states' living up to certain standards, has 
in effect pushed the states into adopting welfare programs, school-build¬ 
ing programs, employee merit systems, inheritance taxes, and road- 
construction projects. The result has been that the states have become 
vehicles of what conservatives might call “creeping Socialism” if it were 
not state action rather than Federal action that was involved. For ex- 
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ample, in the mid-1950s they spent nearly $4 billion on health and 
welfare activities, which was almost twice as much as the expenditure 
of the national government. 

In an era of world struggle the American federative principle has 
taken on a deeper meaning than ever in its history. I do not refer here 
to the easy parallelism between the situation that faced the Constitu¬ 
tional Fathers and the one that now faces the woild leaders. I mean, 
rather, that each of the Great Powers recently on the world scene has 
had to grapple with its own Federal problem. The Germans did it 
badly at home, which may partly account for their failure in terms of 
empire. The British did it well in their empire since the Durham 
Report but did not apply the principle in time to their Asian and 
Middle Fast dependencies. Both the Russians and the Americans, to¬ 
day locked in mortal stuggle, have served an apprenticeship in the 
Federal principle—the Russians, under Lenin, in seeking to hold the 
Czarist power together after the Revolution, and the Americans as I 
have described above. 

The capacity for Federal relationships may decide how successfully 
each of the two rival empires will be able to hold its forces together and 
associate new ones to them. After a successful use of the principle of 
national autonomy under Lenin, largely under the stress of compulsion 
in consolidating the Revolution and minimizing civil conflict, the Rus¬ 
sians too easily allowed themselves to attempt a resolution of the 
Federal problem by the overrigid use of Communist party discipline 
as a tying device between the supposedly autonomous but actually 
satellite units. America has not made the same mistake at home. The 
reason may be that, except for the final power of decision in the Su¬ 
preme Court between the conflicting claims of Federal and local gov¬ 
ernments, American federalism has few tying mechanisms. A number 
of tying devices have, however, been developed through the guild 
professionalism of the technicians who operate in the welfare areas. 
Thus health officials, engineers, social workers, agricultural workers, the 
forestry service, and others have cut across the various strata of govern 
mental jurisdiction in attacking particular problems. The deepest 
strength of federalism lies thus in the habits of mind developed in the 
course of settling the practical problems of the distribution of authority. 

Thus the pluralist, pragmatist, and federalist character of American 
politics has compelled it to develop the arts of compromise and to 
achieve an equilibrium of conflicting powers in motion. Yet the fact 
is that Americans did not always succeed in settling their conflicts of 
authority or escape disaster. At one point the frame of both federalism 
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and the party system could not contain the tensions, and*the result 
was a Civil War. To be sure, America was not alone in its tensions, and 
the quarter century between 1840 and 1865, which saw the gathering 
forces and the explosion in America, witnessed in Europe also a series 
of bitter class conflicts and reyolutions. The contemporary writings ot 
Marx and Engels on the American Civil War interpret it as part of 
this world revolutionary surge toward freedom. Yet Lincoln saw it more 
realistically as a challenge to national unity—that is, to the traditional 
Federal balance. At the time of the Gettysburg Address he was using 
the Federal power to ride herd on the state governors who challenged 
it. "Government, of, by, and for the people" under American conditions 
could not dispense with an adequate degree of unity at the center. 

The doctrinal struggle involved in the Civil War was Calhoun’s 
doctrine of the "concurrent majorities”—actually a doctrine of minority 
power through veto—as arrayed against Lincoln’s doctrine of national 
unity. Lincoln won, and by that fact the sovereignty of the minority 
was squeezed out of the American system: since the Federal system 
allows for autonomy enough in the constituent parts and at the rim, 
along with enough effective power at the center, it was unnecessary to 
make a fetish of the minority’s veto power. It is this knack for framing 
their crucial problems in terms of equilibrium ("both/and”) rather 
than of doctrinal struggle to the death ("either/or”) which has helped 
Americans give continuity and survival to their history. 

This is illustrated by the relative absence of class struggle in America. 
Actually the power of the contending classes, both of business and of 
labor, has been greater than in most European countries which have 
shown more class conflict. But Americans have perforce learned the arts 
of balancing their classes in the equilibrium as they have learned to 
balance their sections. This is true not only of the economy but of the 
society as a whole. The gigantism that has afflicted American life could 
long ago have destroyed it had not some sort of balance been achieved 
between the contending forms of bigness. Thus America developed not 
only Big Government but also Big Business, Big Labor, Big Distribu¬ 
tion, the Big Press, the Big Church, and the Big Army. No one of these 
is monolithic: each of them in turn is a tangle of conflicting forces, and 
each in turn has had to achieve an equilibrium within itself. Thus the 
American system of power has become like a system of nebulae held 
together by reciprocal tensions in inter-galactic space. 

But, unlike the nebulae of the physical universe, the dangers of dis¬ 
rupting the equilibrium are a constant concern. It is not only the tradi¬ 
tional fear that one of the Bigs may overshadow and finally annex the 
others, and with them the principle of freedom, or that a combination 
af might become imperialist and destroy the equilibrium. There 
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is also the danger of a fetishism of the equilibrium principle itself, 
which could give each of the new forces the veto power that Calhoun 
once sought for each of the sections. Because of the problem of reaching 
a consensus among the giant structures that dominate American society, 
a number of “veto groups” have emerged—minorities with a strategic 
position, whose psychic intensity takes advantage of the equilibrium and 
draws a confining line around the diversity of American life. The prob¬ 
lem of reaching a consensus has always been hard in Ameiica, yet it 
has always had to be solved. Otherwise government would be deadlocked 
and society stagnant, and the carving out of a line of direction for 
American growth would be frustrated. 

6. The Governmental Managers 

When a consensus is reached, who converts it into a policy and 
carries it out? The formal and logical answer would be the President. 
Yet obviously one man, even with the help of his Cabinet and his 
closest advisers, cannot run a government and a nation in a technical 
age. Increasingly in the last century a bureaucracy has emerged, operat¬ 
ing under the President and Cabinet but with a'wide margin of respon¬ 
sibility for the day-to-day conduct of affairs. This has meant a transfer 
of the locus of power which has been little short of a revolution in 
governmental technology. 

The men w'ho run this governmental machine are, in effect, the 
managers of government. They are not the rulers of America in the 
sense of making the strategic over all policy decisions, which are made, 
rather, by the President, his advisers, the leaders of both parties in 
Congress, and the leaders of industry and labor. It is these men on top 
who arc there to make the policy decisions, and not their subordinates 
in the bureaucracies. Americans recognize this, in the newspapers or 
political debates or in ordinary speech, when they speak of "the Ad¬ 
ministration,” by which they mean the immediate managers, the Presi¬ 
dent, his Cabinet, and the Congressional leaders of his party. By using 
the term they put their finger on the essential fact. If the substance of 
power is located at the point where the big gaps in decision-making are 
filled in by day-to-day administration, 4 'then it is true that the adminis¬ 
trators are the new men of power. 

This is not a truth restricted to America or its government. Balzac 
saw the danger when he called the French bureaucracy a “great power 
wielded by pygmies.” It applies equally to the corporations, trade- 
unions, armed forces, and even the churches and universities. We have 
seen in earlier chapters how far the bureaucratization of industry has 
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been carried. It has been carried just as far in the government. In fact, 
there is a peculiar irony in the attacks made on government bureaucrats 
by the men who speak for “industry" but who are themselves simply 
another group of bureaucrats. The irony lies in the fact that American 
business enterprise has had an enormous impact on the forms and shape 
of American government enterprise. What first made a government 
bureaucracy necessary was the spate of scientific inventions which in turn 
created a vast industrial organization that needed regulation from 
without as well as order from within. 

The government has also taken over from business enterprise its key 
ideas of scientific management, of classification of jobs, of the continuity 
of staff regardless of the changes of policy on top, of the distribution 
of function, of a hierarchy of prestige and power, of a set of fiscal con¬ 
trols, and of the idea of planning itself. It has taken from business also 
its standards of operation: what the American demands of a government 
bureau above all else is that its operations should be "businesslike.” 
Finally, the newly emerging “government corporations" (like the TVA), 
which represent the probable form of any future quasi-collectivism in 
America, are simply business corporations run by a governmental 
bureaucracy, although the fact that they are being run for the general 
welfare rather than for private profit sets a different tone to their 
operation.* 

Thus American government has grown a “fourth branch” to add to 
the three branches expressly provided for in the Constitution. There is 
a prevailing fear in the American mind that the fourth branch will 
grow so fast that it will shut off the light and nourishment from the 
other three. But it must not be forgotten that this fourth branch also 
has deep roots in American history, as shown by Leonard White’s series 
of volumes viewing American governmental history in terms of the 
administrative process and seeing the men of the Revolution and of 
the Jefferson-Madison and jackson periods primarily as administrators. 
In the early decades of American industrialism there was a heavy growth 
of regulatory laws in the state and local governments, so that the idea 
of laissez faire did not become dominant until later, after the triumph 
of the Northern business group in the Civil War. Even in the 1870s 
and 1880s a new base came to be laid for government regulation of 
railroad rates, of business practices, and of banking. But it was the two 
world wars and the New Deal which did most to insure the triumph 
of the new men of administrative power. The American Federal bu¬ 
reaucracy is the child of crisis and has fed and grown on crisis. 

Despite the prevailing American opinion, bureaucracy is not linked 

* For an earlier formulation of this theme, from the viMrpoint of economics 
rather than administration, see Ch. V, Sec. 10 , "The Emerging Amalgam.” 
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with any radical idea of governmental function or of social policy. The 
British and Continental experience has shown that bureaucracies are 
needed under any philosophy of government; and, in fact, that even 
conservative governments cannot dispense with the regulatory state. 
Only in America has the term “welfare state” as a term of invective 
come to imply a form of Socialism imposed on the people by “left¬ 
wingers.” The growth of a Federal bureaucracy can be charted through 
both Republican and Democratic administrations, but its great spurts of 
growth have come in Democratic administrations from Woodrow Wil¬ 
son on. The efforts to grapple with the problems raised by the Great 
Depression, the two world wars, and the cold war, came largely under 
Democratic administrations; and there can be little question that they 
fitted in with the Jeffersonian purposes (although not with the Jeffer¬ 
sonian means) of the Democratic tradition. 

Yet if we take Herbert Croly’s definition of a welfare state as one 
which reaches for Jeffersonian ends through Hamiltonian means, and 
remember that the centralization of Federal power was closer to the 
Republican tradition while the doctrine of States' Rights was closer to 
the Democratic, it becomes clear that the technology of the new state 
power is politically neutral. For better or worse, every administration 
will have to use it. Each party can seek to maximize or minimize it and 
use it for one or another set of social purposes. But a bureaucracy knows 
no party lines. Its inherent nature is to professionalize the process of 
government, to achieve continuity of administration through all the 
changes in party power, to bring expertness to the technical problems 
of government, and to effect a fusion of legislative, executive, and 
judicial powers wherever necessary despite the formal separation of 
those powers. 

It was an insight of Brooks Adams that all revolutions have followed 
on the breakdown of bureaucracies and have in turn depended for the 
consolidation of their power on the creation of new- bureaucracies. But 
one must add that administrative breakdown and reconstruction are in 
turn the consequences of forces at deeper levels within the culture. This 
was true in the case of the Nazi revolution under Hitler after the break¬ 
down of the Weimar bureaucracy, as it was also true of the Communist 
revolution under Lenin after the breakdown of the Czarist bureaucracy. 
In both cases the revolutionaries were quick to forge a new “steel frame 
of power" under a system of gauleiter and commissars. 

This lights up the crucial difference between a democratic and a 
totalitarian bureaucracy. In the totalitarian case the bureaucracy is the 
servant of the party and its leaders, is built on the party cadres, and is 
responsible only to the party leaders who are also the state rulers. In the 
democratic case the bureaucracy is largely recruited by civil service, 
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except for the top policy-making posts in which party patronage enters 
strongly, but the succession from one party to another is accomplished 
without violence. The bureaucracy has a continuity regardless of party 
changes and is accountable to the Constitution and the people under 
the “rule of law.” 

Every bureaucracy reflects thus the basic social organization and 
power structure of the society whose governmental business it admin¬ 
isters. It is in itself neither ogre nor Messiah, neither a road to serfdom 
nor a way of salvation, but it can be used both destructively and 
creatively, depending on the inner social impulses and on the direction 
given them by the policy-makers at the top. That it can be an instru¬ 
ment of tyranny has been abundantly shown. But in a free society it 
can be kept free, as shown by both the experience of the Labor and 
semi-Socialist governments of western Europe and the less developed 
welfare state of America. 

What was most creative about the New Deal period was less its eco¬ 
nomic or social philosophies, which were fuzzy, than the administrative 
strategies developed to meet specific emergencies. Their obvious result 
was the multiplication both of ad hoc bureaucratic agencies and a 
heavy new burden of taxation. Yet the withering barrage of criticism 
directed against the tax-fed bureaucrats stressed only the obvious nega¬ 
tive aspects—the red tape, the routineering, the stuffiness and self- 
importance of men with power attaching to their office, the frequent 
cases of sheer incapacity for the job. 

There has been a too animistic quality in the attacks, as if some 
whim of power or some demonic malevolence had brought the bureau¬ 
crats into being. What is missed is the fact that the welfare state, with 
its bureaucratic base, came in America as a response to the felt urgencies 
of modern industrial society. There was the need of setting a floor 
under economic insecurity; there were clashes of interest groups, which 
required the intervention of the government as umpire and as equalizer 
of unequal bargaining conditions. There were new industrial practices 
which had to be regulated if chaos was to be prevented; there were 
concentrations of economic power which had to be kept in check, lest 
they lead to the growth of a state within a state; and there were actual 
failures of functioning in various segments of the economy which 
brought the government in as entrepreneur and investor. Added to all 
these were the war economy and war services which could be run only 
through the state.* 

The failure to meet these needs would have led to democratic dis¬ 
integration. In this sense the “wonderland of bureaucracy" and the 

* For an earlier discussion of the welfare state, see Ch. V. Sec. to, "The Emerging 
Amalgam.” 
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much derided "alphabetical agencies” and "Brain Trusts” of the New 
Deal were contrivances that kept the democratic idea vital in the face 
of overriding crisis. The new administrative corps was given the power 
to do what Congress and the Judiciary by themselves—and even the 
Executive by itself—could not do. Much of the appeal which America 
has for non totalitarian peoples elsewhere comes not only from a going 
business system but even more from a going democracy, and the fact 
that both have been bureaucratized does not diminish the power of 
the appeal. 

This does not exclude the real dangers presented by the new men of 
power if they are not checked. Every form of power can become can¬ 
cerous and eat up the other forms. This has not happened in the 
American experience mainly because the bureaucracy is the servant of 
the whole state rather than being linked with a single-party system, and 
also because of the strong tradition of judicial review. The courts, it is 
true, have hesitated to set aside any administrative finding if it has 
some factual basis. They have, that is to say, refused to supplant the 
administrative agencies as fact-finders. But they have on the whole 
guarded against the invasion of the freedom and privacy of the indi¬ 
vidual by arbitrary administrative action, glimpsing the shadow of a 
police state in such arbitrariness. And they have insisted that where 
legislative power has been “delegated” by Congress to an agency, the 
delegation must be something other than what Justice Cardozo called 
a "vagrant roving commission.” I suspect that the widespread American 
distrust of administrative agencies comes not so much from what they 
have done to the liberties of the people but from what they might do— 
that is to say, not from the American historical record but from a deep 
impulse in American political thinking. This impulse in turn has been 
bolstered by the experience of totalitarian systems and by the fear on 
the part of the possessing classes that a strong and independent bureauc¬ 
racy might prove a leverage for social change and might prevent them 
from staffing the administration's key posts with their own people when 
they came to power. 

The popular feeling about government bureaucrats combines mistrust, 
dislike, and contempt with a degree^ of fear. It may be found both in 
Congress and in the popular mind. The reasons for it are many, but 
they converge on the same deep current of feeling. To start with, 
Americans are suspicious of any kind of elite, and the bureaucrats 
come closer to looking and behaving like an elite than do the profes¬ 
sional politicians in Congress or in other government posts. Ever since 
the Jacksonian doctrine that any man is equipped to learn and perform 
the tasks of government, Americans have clung to the notion that a 
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trained corps of government servants is somehow a challenge to Ameri¬ 
canism. There is also the strong feeling that bureaucrats are in a 
protected position when they are under civil service or have stayed in 
a government job so long as to pre-empt it. Behind this is the belief 
that every American should be compelled to prove himself from time to 
time in some market place: hence the classic charge that the bureau¬ 
crat has never had "to meet a pay roll or deliver a precinct.” The 
run-of-the-mill American, who has to struggle in the labor or business 
market, feels that the men at the Washington desks have latched on to 
an easy thing and won't let go. Moreover, they are seen as people who 
spend the taxpayers’ money but don’t have to pay for it themselves. 
It is felt that somehow they are responsible for the burden of high taxes 
on the ordinary citizen, and that they spend it mainly for such un- 
American purposes as governmental planning. Much of the propaganda 
against bureaucracies exploits and bolsters these hostilities. 

The fears involved in them have thus far proved baseless. But there 
are other dangers with much more substance. These are the dangers not 
so much of tyranny as of lack of creativeness, not so much from the 
leviathan of power as from the slough of stagnation. The haphazard 
gathering of a "Brain Trust” under the New Deal was at the start an 
emergency device and had to be institutionalized. The hewers of wood 
under the top bureaucrats inevitably became almost immovable parts 
of a civil-service system whose gods are not ardor and creativeness but 
seniority and stagnation. 

The crucial problem of an administrative group is that of the recruit¬ 
ing of talent from the best brains and energies of the culture. This 
talent cannot be restricted to any single class or political outlook. Each 
party in power finds that it must take men, even in the policy-shaping 
posts, who are not wholly sympathetic with its basic aims. The problem 
of educating them is almost insoluble, since narrow technical capacity 
without a broad education can throttle the imagination, while education 
without technical competence and experience can lead to costly and 
largely academic forays. Moreover, even when they are trained, the 
administrative officials do not remain long in the government service. 
They are lured away by higher salaries and by offers from corporate 
groups or from private professional firms for which their government 
experience has made them valuable. It is the mediocre who tend to 
remain, and this trend—exactly the opposite of Vilfredo Pareto’s "circu¬ 
lation of the elites”—is reinforced in American life by the fact that the 
best brains and energies are usually drawn off into business or are 
frightened away from government by the "security checks" and the 
"loyalty” investigations. There is a marginal difference of efficiency 
between the run of the government bureaus and the run of corporate 
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enterprise which is largely due to the differences in the kind of talent 
available to each. 

This is, however, not an inevitable affliction of government, as was 
shown in many New Deal agencies, which caught the imagination of 
young men. What the New Deal was able to do was to attract a new 
type of goveinment servant who was an amalgam of the lawyer, the 
economist, the engineer, and the administrator. He had to fight the 
tradition of spoils and patronage, he had to learn how to get along 
with Congress, and often his relations with the corporate bureaucrats 
became intolerable. Yet he added something to the-flavor of democratic 
government. As the original impulse weakened, the quality of the ad¬ 
ministrative groups also weakened. With the cold war came the deadly 
ideological ("security”) purges of the government services, necessary only 
in a few cases where men of doubtful loyalty held sensitive posts, and 
resulting in the other cases in a destructive effect on the quality of the 
whole governmental process. Where the Grand Inquisitors entered, the 
margin of freedom necessary for creative thinking was squeezed out.* 
There has been therefore a steady diminution of the quality of Ameri¬ 
can administration, both at home and in the far-flung foreign services, 
which forms a serious problem of effectiveness and prestige. 

Obviously there are considerable dangers in allowing the civil service 
to be kept in a constant state of political anxiety, since it places a 
premium on the survival only of the conformist. Yet I do not wholly 
share the distress of C. Wright Mills at the American failure to make 
bureaucracy more rigid, or at the large number of “outsiders” in the 
upper ranks of the bureaucracy, among the 1,500 "keymen” who hold 
the policy-making posts. One cannot take the German bureaucracy of 
Max Weber’s day and impose it as a model upon the American situation 
of today. German society was one of authority, hierarchy, strict order, 
with an educated class that was still limited. American society is fluid, 
with widespread education, with a passionate bent against hierarchy, 
with a high sense of the personal rather than impersonal values. Quite 
naturally Americans share the belief that each new President has the 
right to bring in his own “outsiders” (Roosevelt and Eiseqhower both 
did it) in order to carry out the principles of his regime. The Germans 
felt that the task of government was to transform extraordinary prob¬ 
lems into routine tasks and tie them together with neat co-ordination. 
The Americans do this in industry and do it well; but they regard 
human relations as quite another sphere, and government as part of 
human relations. Peter Blau has pointed out that the German ideal of 

* For the “security" cases, see Sec. 10 of this chapter, "The Struggle for Civil Liber- 
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an official who, in Weber’s words, meets the public “in a spirit of 
formalistic impersonality, 'sine ira rt studio / without hatred or passion, 
and hence without affection or enthusiasm,” simply does not apply in 
the welfare agencies that form a growing segment of America'n state and 
Federal services, where contacts with clients are a major part, of the 
satisfaction of the job. 

It is also characteristic of Americans that a bureaucracy, once estab¬ 
lished, seems to them constantly in need of renewal and reorganization: 
hence the periodic plans of redrawing the blueprints of government, 
including that of the Committee on Administrative Management set up 
in 1936 under the New Deal and, more recently, the Hoover Commis¬ 
sion. But the interesting fact about the voluminous reports of the 
latter was their stress on two highly American themes: first, the cutting 
away of waste, duplication, and surplus expenditures and man power; 
second, the plea for giving the President a clearer line of command and 
more control of his own establishment. Even in coming a long way from 
the Jacksonian doctrines of rotation in office and party spoils, Ameri¬ 
cans still clung to the notion of flexibility and change in administration. 
What Jackson was driving at, in his own rather primitive way, was 
a continuing method of reorganizing the government services and giv¬ 
ing the new policies a group of devoted executives. Whatever Americans 
may feel about property in the economic realm, they have never come 
to feel that there are property rights in government jobs. 

Herbert Luethy, writing about French parliamentary institutions and 
bureaucracy, has said that “France is not ruled but administered, and 
it is her apparent political instability which guarantees the stability 
and permanence of her administration.” Almost the opposite is true of 
America. It is administered, to be sure, but primarily it is governed 
within a frame of major political decisions. Its impressive degree of 
political stability gives it the luxury at times of playing hob with its 
bureaucracy. Americans will, of course, have to settle down and become 
more sober and mature about their administrative tasks. They do not 
lack money, yet in their money economy the lower ranks of the bureau¬ 
crats are shabbily paid, reflecting the low esteem in which they are 
held in the culture. They are lopsided in their distribution: out of two 
and a half million civilian Federal employees, half of them are in the 
defense establishment and most of the others in the Post Office, the 
Veterans Administration, the Treasury, and Agriculture; the number of 
welfare employees is growing but is still only a small fraction of the 
whole. The professional career services are still in an early state of 
development: in the areas where they were strong during the security 
and patronage raids of the 1950s, the resistance proved most effective. 

Most of all, they need to get away from the idea that a government 
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servant cannot also be a person in his own right. There is a distinction 
to be drawn between political neutrality, without which a bureaucracy 
becomes chaotic, and the nullification of personality. A man can be 
politically detached yet also be excited by the professional idea he is 
seeking to fulfill, and have a sense of meaningful teamwork in an im¬ 
portant task. Without that sense the whole work languishes, including 
even the formalized parts of it. Yet it will be difficult to achieve and 
maintain such a work spirit as long as the popular distrust and con¬ 
tempt for the bureaucrats continues. To overcome it will require con¬ 
siderably more political leadership on the part of the President, the 
parties, and the press than is likely to be forthcoming soon. 


7 . Tribunes of the People 

There are two main agencies of the American government which have 
been entrusted by history and tradition with the safeguarding of indi¬ 
vidual rights and interests, whether against the governmental managers 
or any other lorce. They are the Supreme Court and Congress—one be¬ 
cause it is the carrier of legal due process, the other because it is the 
representative assembly. In theory the whole of America is representa¬ 
tive government, and each branch of it in one way or another represents 
the people in the sense of being government of and for the people. Yet 
traditionally there is one branch, Congress, which is considered to rep¬ 
resent them most clearly and directly. Its members are chosen by state 
or locality and feel themselves to be part of “the folks back home." 
They are thus the American version of the Roman “tribunes of the 
people." 

The idea of a separate representative tribunal is a master idea of 
Western parliamentary history, which Americans have inherited and 
to which they have given their own slant. It fits in with the American’s 
distrust of government: one might say too glibly that a Congressman 
is sent to Washington not so much to do anything but to see that his 
constituents are not done in by "the Government.” It fits in also with 
American localism: he is not sent to represent the national interest but 
only a geographical and local segment. Congress reflects many of the 
sectional, political, economic, religious, and ethnic antagonisms within 
the vast body of American life—which does not mean, however, that it 
is a true mirror of America. 

Actually the representative idea has not worked out exactly as antici¬ 
pated. The President, elected not by a single locality but by all the 
people and able to take a commanding view of their moods, emotions, 
and interests, has come to represent them as “the President of all the 
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people.” But the power structure in Congress is set up to reward those 
who come from “safe” districts (for the Democrats, the rural South; for 
the Republicans, the rural Midwest and New England) and to give 
disproportionate representation, especially in the Senate, to such eco¬ 
nomic interests as wool, silver, oil, natural gas, as well as the corn, hog, 
and dairy farmers. 

Congress has become a problem child of the American governmental 
family. It is noisy, volatile, vulnerable to pressure groups and lobbies, 
often parochial in its outlook, jealous of its prerogatives, insecure about 
its position, implacable in its vendettas, bewildered by its mounting 
tasks. It has lost its reputation for great debate, has become intractable 
to party leadership and discipline and incapable of disciplining itself, 
and in recent generations it has developed fewer examples of the great 
leadership it once possessed. It seems less capable than ever of forming 
a steady majority which can carry through a planned and reasoned pro¬ 
gram of legislation. Only in the closing weeks of the session, under the 
hard driving of administration managers working with the majority 
and sometimes the minority leaders, does a legislative program get 
pushed through, with far too much carelessness and haste. 

This has not prevented the persistence of a kind of folklore of Con¬ 
gress which gives it deep roots in the public mind. The people think 
of it at once as supreme legislator and supreme watchdog. In his legis¬ 
lative role the Congressman dresses himself up as the lawgiver, a seer 
who lays claim to his oracular role because he feels closer to the people 
at the “grass roots” than anyone else in “the Government.” But he has 
also hewn out the image of himself as the eternally vigilant guardian 
of the people’s interests as against the tyranny of the "Administration” 
—or, as he used to be called, “the palladium of the people’s liberties.” 
He sees himself as the sole watchdog of those liberties, and it is scarcely 
conceivable to him that the President or a Cabinet member or the head 
of an administrative agency might have an equal solicitude for freedom 
and an equal competence in judging how it is to be preserved. 

Congress did not dream up these two roles. Its model was the British 
Parliament. The framers of the American Constitution followed the 
thinking of Montesquieu and Voltaire, who bungled the description of 
the actual role of the British Parliament in the eighteenth century and 
evolved the idea of three separated powers of government. The strik¬ 
ing fact about the British system is that it fuses the legislative and ex¬ 
ecutive powers in a single body, which is the Cabinet acting as part of 
the Parliament, and enables a majority to carry through a majority pro¬ 
gram. But in the American scheme Congress has cluri|; to the idea of 
its sole guardianship of the legislative power and its monopoly of the 
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watchdog function. Its model in British experience has been that of the 
Tudor and Stuart periods, when Parliament carried on a continuing 
battle with a series of absolute monarchs for the very life of the repre¬ 
sentative system. Once that battle was decided the British Parliament 
moved on to its present form, but the Tudor and Stuart image remained 
imbedded in the folklore of the American people and the glory image 
which the American Congressman has of himself. 

It is not an unqualified image and has its paradoxes. The same Amer¬ 
ican who cheers Congress because it is “agin” the Administration may 
find it hard to recall his own Congressman's name. The same American 
people who regard Congress as their watchdog are likely to breathe more 
freely when Congress has adjourned and the watchdog has gone home. 
All of which points to a gap between the folklore of Congress and the 
realities of the world in which Congress must function. 

Actually there has been a sharp decline in the prestige and stature 
of Congress, corresponding to a decline in its policy-making functions. 
The operation of Congress in the technical age of physics and chemis¬ 
try and electronics puts an enfirmous burden on an average man—-which 
most Congressmen are. When you add to the burdens of modern tech¬ 
nology the burdens of a world of competing imperial powers and clash¬ 
ing idea systems, it is no wonder that a Congressman’s days become for 
him days of wrath, and his tenure a time of troubles which he must 
think of renewing before he is well launched on it. He feels himself 
(in Housman’s phrase) ‘‘a stranger and afraid in a world he never 
made.” As a result he tends to seek security in a redoubled militancy 
against the "Administration” or sometimes the "Interests," and in the 
solacing role of a Grand Inquisitor. 

In the early decades of the new age of technology Congress shifted 
its emphasis from that of a debating body to a network of committees. 
The number of committees multiplied alarmingly, and periodically 
Congress sought to reorganize itself and cut away the unnecessary com¬ 
mittee tissue. Yet here it ran into another difficulty—the system of sen¬ 
iority which gives the powerful committee chairmanships to those Con¬ 
gressmen who have outsat their colleagues, either because they are safe 
and silent men or, more likely, becanse they come from one-party con¬ 
stituencies like the Democratic South or the Republican Midwest, the 
safely Democratic "down state” big cities or the safely Republican "up¬ 
state” districts. The committee chairmen are therefore in many in¬ 
stances arrogant and reactionary old men, elected without much oppo¬ 
sition and often from states (as in the South) where only a small 
segment of the people exercises the franchise. To match the dead hand 
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of the seniority rule in committee, there is the paralyzing hand of the 
filibuster and unlimited debate on the floor of the Senate. Finally there 
is a lack of co-operative action between the two Congressional bodies 
and a lack of party discipline and coherence in both, which make Con¬ 
gress a battlefield of shifting blocs and coalitions inside the party struc¬ 
ture, but manage nevertheless to create a working coalition hostile to 
the incumbent Administration. 

The result is often government by deadlock. One may argue whether 
the deadlock conies because of governmental mechanisms or because 
the people, in their distrust of all government, want it that way—but 
the fact is there. Every President, after a brief honeymoon period, has 
had the experience of losing control over hV own Congressional ma- 
jority-if he had it to start with. The burden of linking the Executive 
with Congress falls on the operation of the party system, but that in 
turn is raked by a crossfire of sectional, doctrinal, economic, and per¬ 
sonal disputes. The achievement of Franklin Roosevelt in keeping a 
tolerable degree of party unity within Congress during most of his 
first term on a program of drastic New Deal reform is almost unex¬ 
ampled, and was possible only because of the combination of deep 
crisis and skillful leadership. Something of the same sort happens also 
in wartime when external danger unifies Congress along with the na¬ 
tion. But the normal relation of Congress and the Executive is, as with 
many modern marriages, that of an exasperated cold war punctuated 
by periods of intermittent agreement. 

To some extent the Presidents have themselves been responsible for 
this hostility. The burdens of the Presidency in a technical age are 
greater even than the burdens of Congress, and the vast administrative 
machinery by which the Executive must act is often cumbersome, arro¬ 
gant, and in the worst sense bureaucratic. The Congressman who tries 
to get some action out of an administrative bureau is likely to feel like 
a rat imprisoned in a cage crisscrossed with red tape. He sees all around 
him waste and extravagance, and often the inexpertness of those who 
profess to be experts. His fury and contempt toward the "bureaucrats” 
may start as a commodity for home consumption by his constituents, 
but it runs the-danger in the end of becoming habitual. He finds them 
men who, he feels, could never get elected to any post but hold their 
offices by patronage or civil service; and men, moreover, whose ideas 
seem to him outrageously different from the ideas of the "folks back 
home." He feels called upon to attack, investigate, and expose them. 
They in turn live in continual fear of his power* and in unremitting 
contempt of his ignorance. 

One can, of course, overstate this mutual hostility. There is consider- 
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able day-to-day co-operation between the bureaucrats in "the agencies” 
and the people “on the Hill.” There are innumerable friendly ties be¬ 
tween the two branches of the government, and even considerable “back- 
scratching” whereby favors as well as amenities are exchanged. Much of 
the hostility is an outward show by the Congressman for the benefit of 
his constituents and by the bureaucrat for the benefit of his colleagues. 
Yet the underlying strain is there, mainly because the Congressional 
leaders and the Executive have come in recent years to represent antag¬ 
onistic social fortes. For the past twenty years, since 1938, there has been 
a continuing alliance of some firmness between rural Southern Demo¬ 
crats and rural Midwest and New England conservative Republicans. 
This alliance has cut acros^ both parties and has operated with an in¬ 
difference toward the shades of party liberalism represented by Roose¬ 
velt, Truman, and Eisenhower. 

What makes it worse from the Congressman's standpoint is, as I have 
noted, that much of the legislative initiative has in recent decades 
shifted from Congress to the Executive. This is mainly because of the 
technical complexity of the legislation, with which the administrative 
agencies are better able to cope because they are more specialised in 
it, but partly also for two other reasons: the increasing use of the Presi¬ 
dent's veto, which gives him a chance to exercise a restraining hand on 
legislation; and his press conferences, which give him a leverage for di¬ 
recting its course. In these areas the Congressional committees sit almost 
constantly to consider and scrutinize the legislative proposals that actu¬ 
ally come from the President or his advisers or one of the administrative 
agencies. The fact that the big expenditures are mostly in the areas of 
Presidential initiative makes Congress the more skeptical of them. In 
the mid-1930s, before the Hitler crisis in Europe became intense, the 
total House report on foreign aid called for an appropriation of not 
more than $100,000; in the recent annual budgets this has run into the 
billions. 

Congressmen understand this and are resigned to it, yet they resent 
the dominating role of the Executive in foreign policy and several times 
have rebelled against the lines of State Department direction. In 1948 
Congress forced on the Executive the China Aid Act, which changed 
the whole emphasis of Far Eastern policy; in 1950 it replaced a Korean 
aid measure with a Formosan one. In the same year it forced a big 
loan to Spain, incorporating it in the F.CA Act and changing the em¬ 
phasis of American policy toward Spain. Much of the major domestic 
legislation which liberals have to some degree fought—the Taft-Hartley, 
McCarran Immigration, Internal Security, and Tidelands Oil acts, and 
the Natural Gas Amendment— came by Congressional rather than Ex- 
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ecutive initiative. The same was true of the much needecf Legislative 
Reorganization Act of 1946. Congress has been far from inactive legis¬ 
latively and has fought hard to resist the inevitable loss of its legisla¬ 
tive function in many technical areas. 

More recently Congress and the President have attempted to work out 
a going system of co-operation in legislative policy. This is especially 
important on budgetary appropriations, on atomic energy, and on for¬ 
eign policy, all of which have required not only a high degree of tech¬ 
nical competence which Congress cannot alone command but also a 
continuing measure of liaison between the two branches. The problems 
of atomic energy and of foreign policy involve issues of national life 
and death which can scarcely be left to the mercies of deadlock. In 
these areas the President takes Congressional leaders into his confidence, 
using them as a kind of Privy Council with whom he consults before 
making his major proposals. During the periods of war and cold-war 
crisis this was supplemented by a "bipartisan” foreign policy, latterly 
again abandoned, which was often more rhetorical than real, but set an 
important precedent for future periods of crisis. 

From the Congressional standpoint the galling fact about Presiden¬ 
tial power is that it keeps eating into every new area of decision-making 
functions, and that in the area of foreign policy the President is the 
"sole orgau” of foreign relations. The great Holmes decision in Hol¬ 
land v. Missouri extended almost indefinitely the powers of the Presi¬ 
dent to legislate, in effect, through treaty-making and through Executive 
agreements. Even more, the swift pace of necessary tactical movement 
in the diplomatic and economic struggle for the world has meant that 
the President and Secretary of State often present Congress and the 
country with a series of faits accomplis, leaving Congress bothered and 
bewildered if not bewitched. The surprising support for the “Bricker 
Amendment,” which sought to cripple the Presidential power over trea¬ 
ties and Executive agreements to an archaic degree, was largely an ex¬ 
pression of the frustration of Congress and its suspicion of the Admin¬ 
istration’s foreign policy. 

While both the Budget Bureau and the Atomic Energy Commission 
retain important ties with Congress, there are other bodies with crucial 
decision-making functions which are more dissociated from it. One is 
the National Security Council, made up chiefly of the defense, foreign 
policy, and psychological-warfare leaders, sitting in solemn council with 
the President. The other is the Central Intelligence Agency, which has 
charge of espionage and counterespionage abroad. These two groups, 
acting with the Atomic Energy Commission, have more to do with the 
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shaping of the life-and-death decisions for the nation than any combi- 
nation of Congressional committees. 

What has been happening to Congress, in the large perspective, is 
that while its legislative responsibilities have grown more complex than 
ever and its burdens more demanding, the axis of policy-making initia¬ 
tive-even on legislative matters—has increasingly shifted to the Admin¬ 
istration leaders and the bureaucracy. Congress has not lost its legislative 
function, but in comparison with the rate of increase of Executive 
power and involvements, it has been difficult for Congressional members 
not to feel that they are being passed by. Add this to the bipartisan con¬ 
servative alliance that I have mentioned, largely rural, and one can 
understand the dogged resistance Congress has shown to new measures 
of a welfare democracy (except for farm legislation), to new legislative 
action meant to bolster Negro rights, to "internationalism" in the sense 
of foreign aid and diplomatic involvement, and to the maintenance of 
the liberties of the mind. Ralph Waldo Emerson had the notion that 
Congress was a safety valve for letting off the national steam: "A Con¬ 
gress [he wrote] is a standing insurrection and escapes the violence of 
accumulated grievances." History has shown instead a persistent, almost 
built-in, combativeness in Congress which seems to accumulate griev¬ 
ances. The traditional mistrust of the Executive, which Congress has 
always shared, has been sharpened by the new assertions of Presidential 
power-especially in foreign policy—which have come with the growth 
of the Presidential office. 

Partly as compensation for its sense of loss and chagrin, partly be¬ 
cause of the era of wars and cold wars. Congress has expanded its super¬ 
visory activities and shifted its attention to its iole of a watchdog. The 
dramatic Congressional committees have now become the investigating 
committees. It is still true that the positions of power and prestige are 
those on the Rules Committee, the Foreign Relations Committee, the 
Appropriations Committee, or the Military Affairs Committee, and the 
able and experienced men aim at those. Yet the recognition of long 
and devoted service in these crucial posts may not be what paves the 
way to political advancement. Muchjof the drama of Congress is now 
centered in Congressional investigations, where a talented or dema¬ 
gogic Congressman can play the inquisitorial role, get the newspaper 
headlines, reach the people through radio and television, and become 
a household name. The committees serve not only as approaches to the 
spotlight but also as ways of resolving the terrible frustrations of a 
Congressman's life in giving him a sense of effectiveness and fulfillment. 
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The history of Congressional investigations in America* goes back 
a long way, and even further back there is a body of law and tradition 
in English history meant to protect the rights of the person in the in¬ 
quisitorial process, some of which was taken over by the American Bill 
of Rights. The recent rash of Congressional investigations was thus in 
no sense new, although their pace and scope were transformed. It would 
not be hard to make out a strong case for the Congressional investigat¬ 
ing power as a whole. The Federal bureaucracy has taken on vast and 
new powers, yet the bureaucratic wheels grind with terrible slowness, 
whether it be a passport application that is involved or a claim urged 
upon the Veterans Administration, or an application for a housing 
loan, or a labor contract. This not only adds to the Congressional load 
of private legislation and to the errand duties of a Congressman, but 
it also prods him into a sharper scrutiny of the bureaucratic mare. 
When he makes it, he finds how difficult it is to place responsibility for 
bureaucratic action, to find out where the blunders were made, where 
the buck was passed, where the corruption took place, and where—and 
here is where the anxieties of the cold war entered—the subversion may 
have taken place. Congress may thus feel that if it is to exercise its 
proper surveillance of the bureaucrats, gain access to their secrets, and 
fix responsibility, its members must turn themselves more than ever 
into glorified public personifications of the "private eye.” 

But the fact is that thus far the recent investigations raised many 
more problems than they solved. To the evils of government by dead¬ 
lock they added the evils of government by inquisition. They often 
filled an important function in digging up necessary information that 
would otherwise have remained obscure or hidden, as in the case of 
the crusades by Norris and La Follette, or the railroad investigations 
under Senator Wheeler, or the investigation of defense contracts which 
placed a Senator called Harry Truman on the path to the Presidency. 
But the Congressional committee is not ideally suited to the task of 
detection of wrongdoing or the digging up of hidden items, as for ex¬ 
ample are the Moreland commissioners of New York State, or the Royal 
commissions of inquiry in the British system. Much depends on the 
kind of committee counsel and investigating staff that is chosen and 
the spirit that animates them, much also on the restraint and judgment 
of the leading members of the committee. During the 1945-55 decade the 
inquiries became decreasingly a pursuit of the facts and increasingly cru¬ 
sading inquiries or politically inspired; too often the committee chair¬ 
man or counsel was out to “get" someone or prove a predetermined 
thesis, and too often a single committee member sa^with the counsel 

• For a further discussion, see Sec. 10 , “The Struggle for Civil Liberties." 
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and questioned witnesses, while his colleagues were busy elsewhere. 
Similarly, while the British commissions cannot argue their case in the 
press until they have submitted their reports, the Congressional com¬ 
mittee aimed for the headlines just as soon as it had a lead, thus making 
the press an integral part of the Congressional investigative process. 
Men and ideas found themselves condemned in the headlines long be¬ 
fore the public had a chance to learn the facts. 

This danger of prejudgment was greatest in the committee hearings 
themselves. Although in theory the investigations preceded any resort to 
the courts, the fact is that they became in effect prosecutions before 
tribunals which not only brought the charges but also sat in judgment 
on them. They had the power to summon witnesses, to compel at¬ 
tendance, to cite for contempt or for perjury. They have not developed 
procedural safeguards to protect the individual in the face of this puni¬ 
tive power, as the American courts have done. The record of the House 
Committee on Un-American Activities, and of the Senate (McCarran 
and Eastland) Subcommittee on Internal Security, was one that deeply 
troubled many Congressmen who did not believe in the Divine right of 
the Congressional inquisitors. These latter years were doubtless the years 
of growing pains for this new Congressional function, and a number of 
suggestions were made for a code of safeguards of individual rights. In 
the meantime a number of Congressmen were able to throw their weight 
around and organize what came close to being a reign of terror over 
the State Department, the other administrative officials, and men out¬ 
side the government in professions like the movies, the theater, and the 
radio whose livelihood depended on their not becoming "controversial'’ 
figures. 

Thus, if the Congressman had in the past tended to think of himself 
as a watchdog, his new role was that of the hound of heaven, divinely 
appointed to track down the sinners and execute the Lord’s vengeance 
on them. This is the most crucial transformation that has taken place 
recently in both the power and the function of Congress. It turned that 
body into what Lippmann described as "a band of orators, investigators, 
prosecuting attorneys, and objectors.” It afflicted Congress with a kind 
of broadcasting neurosis, in which it„felt fulfilled only when it was ex¬ 
horting the people to rise in wrath against the desecrators of the Temple. 
Thus this tribunal which was intended to represent and mirror public 
opinion set itself the primary task of arousing public opinion. It goes 
without saying that this consumes energy, time, and attention and has 
not done much to help the legislative process itself. That is still as 
clogged as ever, with hundreds of bills thrown into the Congressional 
hopper on the first day that Congress convenes, and thousands more 



424 THE POLITICAL SYSTEM 

piling up as the session goes on. As a result, the Congress that has 
normally operated by deadlock and obstruction now operates also by 
inflammation. 

What 1 have said here applies to the mechanism itself and .to some of 
the more volatile or more embittered figures who set the tone by which 
it functions. Their grievances against the Administration, or some 
agency or member of it, are likely to make them the more complacent 
to suggestions from interest groups which share their hostility and can 
play upon their injured self-esteem and rankling sense of inferiority. 
Despite the instances of efforts at outright corruption, scattered through 
the annals of Congress, bribery is marginal. The men who become 
spokesmen for the farm, labor, or veterans’ blocs, or for the real estate or 
oil or natural gas or aviation lobbies, do not need to be bribed: they 
succumb more easily to flattery, calculation of electoral advantage, and 
a sense of identification with the interests of those groups. 

Most Congressmen are neither heroes nor villains but well-meaning 
men caught in an almost impossible job. Half the Congressman’s time 
is spent on trivial inquiries for his constituents, the other half in a des¬ 
perate effort to keep up with the heavy volume of mail, with committee 
assignments which are multiple and far too burdensome, and in an anx¬ 
ious absorption with personal political tactic and fence-mending. The 
Congressman thus becomes in part a glorified errand boy, in part a vest- 
pocket Talleyrand. 

He is subject to harrowing pressures from every side to shape his con¬ 
duct to the parallelogram of forces brought to bear upon him. Since 
there is little of a cohesive and disciplined party system to take the re¬ 
sponsibility for the decisions of the individual member as in England, 
the Congressman must carry almost the whole responsibility himself 
and is left to be buffeted by all the forces loose in his world. Given so 
exposed a position, he tends to follow the line that the press takes, which 
is generally the line taken also by the corporate groups, the veterans' 
groups, and perhaps the labor and church groups in his community: 
this means that he follows the stereotypes of his culture. When this in¬ 
volves a clash with his moral values, the result is either a corrosion of 
those values or exposure to political defeat. When it involves a clash 
with the majority of his constituency, he is likely to escape their 
vengeance by falling deeper into the embrace of powerful individuals 
in the community who can protect him. 

But the chances are not strong that the Congressman will feel any 
anguish of mind or conflict of conscience. “The FreiHrh deputy," writes 
Herbert Luethy, "i» . . . able to have his heart mi the left and his 
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wallet on the right without their coming into conflict." The American 
Congressman is likely to wear both of them somewhere Right of Center. 
He will probably have his loots in the mentality of the small town and 
of the lower middle class in it. He may be a lawyer of moderate income, 
or engaged in a small business, or an editor, or a cog in one of the new 
corporate bureaucracies. His thinking is likely to be that of the interest 
groups with which he has spent his life. He will prefer the steady sup¬ 
port of those groups to the unreliable and sporadic enthusiasm or wrath 
of the lower income groups. In short, he would rather have a steady job 
as Congressman than be a Spartacus. Some have charged Congress with 
being either delinquent or defective, and others have felt that it could do 
no wrong. Rut the fact is that Congress is neither an assembly of gods 
nor a pack of rascals but a fairly accurate mirror of the strengths, weak¬ 
nesses, and tensions of American middle-class life, and the average Con¬ 
gressman is only an ordinary man under extraordinary pressures. 

What makes the situation tragic is that Congress does get good human 
material. There is a creative minority in Congress, as elsewhere in 
American life, and there is a steady stream of men who come to Wash¬ 
ington with a sense of freshness and even of mission. But Congress has 
ceased to be the main channel through which the political energies of 
America flow. It is no longer the arena of great debate, except in times 
of sharp crisis, and even then the Presidential role is the decisive one. 
The steady stream of demands for the “reform” of Congress has led to 
several Reorganization Acts, notably one in 1946. These have tried to 
limit the errand-boy functions of the Congressman, help him with ex¬ 
pert consultants, diminish the number of committees, give him a chance 
for some reflection and creative thinking without which no man can 
grow in stature. But they have had only limited effectiveness, largely for 
the reasons I have set down in this section. 

The procedural reforms can help the Congressman but they cannot 
resolve the basic dilemma of Congress. It is the dilemma of a body 
which still has, at least in theory, the control both over the purse and 
over the sword, both over appropriations and over the declaration of 
war; but which in effect finds that the decision over great events in a 
complex industrial society and a worid in turmoil has passed to the 
President and to his experts, to the bureaucrats and generals and tech¬ 
nicians. Caught in this dilemma, Congress has been groping for some 
new place in American life. The investigating committee has seemed a 
natural handle to grasp, but in its frustration Congress has used it like 
a group of violent men wreaking their sense of powerlessness on the 
nation. It remains to be seen whether Congress will be able to use it 
with greater restraint and combine the legitimate watchdog function 
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with that steady and critical sifting of the great issues of the time, for 
which it was originally intended, instead of the trivia and details, which 
too often occupy its attention. 

8. Law and Justice 

American law had its roots in the method and body of the common 
law which the American colonists brought over with them from Eng¬ 
land. There was still a chance in the seventeenth century that the new 
settlements, especially since they resented the British judges, might de¬ 
velop their own system of law. But in the eighteenth century the Eng¬ 
lish common law, which had served as a weapon in Parliament’s struggle 
against the absolute monarchy, began to be taken over as a colonial 
weapon in the struggle for freedom. The great argument against the 
Writs of Assistance, delivered in 1761 before English judges in a Massa¬ 
chusetts court by James Otis, was an argument for freedom taken di¬ 
rectly out of the common law tradition and the Parliamentary struggles. 
Once the political recourse to the English common law was fixed, it 
fixed also the dominance of the common law in the American legal sys¬ 
tem. Those who went to British legal thinkers to find arguments for 
freedom remained to absorb their approach to law. 

The process was by no means inevitable, and there was always a 
chance that America would make a fresh start in law as in other areas: 
as late as the 1830s, writes Roscoe Pound, "it was still not wholly settled 
that we should receive the common law." The fact that this finally hap¬ 
pened was due mainly to the influence of the great American judges and 
treatise writers of the pre-Civil War generation, like Kent, Story, Shaw, 
and Gibson. With the rise of a business economy the new American 
business class was glad to have an instrument like the common law, 
fashioned out of the experience of British life, ready at hand for deal¬ 
ing with the problems of commercial litigation and justice. The lines 
of conflict in the struggle that raged around the common law through 
the first half of the nineteenth century were drawn between a largely 
conservative, group who were attracted by the spirit of the English 
property institutions which the common law embodied and a liberal 
opposition which feared a judge-made, piecemeal law and felt that 
Americans could organize a better and more rational system, closer to 
their own experience. 

The common law, however, was the victor. The result has been an 
American legal system which has a continuity with the English much 
like the continuity of the American language with the English. There 
are local variants in usage, but the frame and tradition are the same. A 
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legal system has emerged embodying a number of master ideas inter¬ 
woven with those of politics, economics, society, and the American 
mind. 

The first is that of experience as a guide to legal growth and therefore 
to justice. “The life of the law,” said a young lawyer called Oliver 
Wendell Holmes, Jr., in the opening chapter of his book The Common 
Law, “has not been in logic. It has been in experience.” He went on to 
talk of the "felt needs of the time,” as the later Holmes—then a Supreme 
Court Justice-was to talk of the “hydraulic pressures” exerted on a 
decision by the practices, beliefs, and attitudes of the community. In 
recent years Holmes has been sharply criticized, especially by a moralist 
and natural-law school which feels that he exposed American law too 
nakedly to the animal appetites of society and the empiricism of the 
chance atom. But he best represented the tradition of American legal 
thinking, just as his friend William James best represented the spirit of 
American philosophy and social theory. Reading the famous Holmes- 
Pollock letters, one sees both the common ground and the differences be¬ 
tween the British and American legal attitudes. 

The idea of the primacy of experience carried with it the idea of the 
pluralism and the diversity of that experience. America embraced the 
common-law tradition largely because it offered room at the joints. 
Just as the cult of experience is a recoil from the rigidity of the Con¬ 
tinental concepts of reason, so the cult of the case method in law is a 
recoil from the rigidity of Continental concepts of codified law derived 
from a fount of revealed wisdom. The idea of each case as a new bundle 
of experience, to be measured against other cases, fits into the Ameri¬ 
can’s conviction of the uniqueness of his own experience. It fits in also 
with a culture of diverse jurisdictions, of state and local governments, 
of regions and subregions, of plural religious sects and ethnic groups. 
The common law appealed to the English at the time of Edward IV 
largely because it brought unity into the diversity of feudal life. It ap¬ 
pealed to Americans because it kept American growth from being 
cramped within rigid codes and fixed principles. Every body of law 
contains both a core of stability and a line of change: but if the Eng¬ 
lish stress the element of precedent, which is that of tradition, the 

- ji 

Americans stress the dynamism by which the lawyer and judge are able 
to fashion new law out of new social experience. 

The battle of legal doctrines in America was fought out in the con¬ 
flict between natural-law and common-law ideas. At first the two 
worked together: in the spirit of the common law the early American 
lawyers appealed to the “inalienable rights of Englishmen," as Jeffer¬ 
son was to base the American claim for independent nationality on “the 
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laws of Nature and of Nature's God."* But later the natural-law doc¬ 
trines, linked with an appeal to a "higher law” than statutes and other 
man-made laws, came to be used in a different way and for quite other 
ends. They were used to entrench statutes that sought to bolster the 
rights of the possessing groups, or to invalidate those that might under¬ 
cut those rights. Thus natural law, like the common law itself, played at 
once a revolutionary and a conservative role in American legal thinking. 
To achieve continued growth, American law had to break away from 
the mechanical conceptions which had grown up around it, having their 
origin in the natural-law and "higher-law" doctrines but taking the 
form of rigid notions of legal principle. In the hands of unimaginative 
men this mechanical jurisprudence became a “slot-machine" theory of 
the law, by which a case was measured against a legal principle much 
as a nickel might be dropped into a slot, and the judgment was held 
to come tumbling out ready-made. 

In contrast to this, the "revolt against formalism” (as Morton White 
has called it) reasserted the original spirit and intent of the common- 
law tradition. Professors Ames and Langdell expressed this revolt in the 
case method of legal study, through which several generations of lawyers 
were trained by studying not the "law-in-books” but the "law-in-action" 
in concrete situations. Justice Holmes was skeptical of all absolutisms: 
"There is in all men,” he wrote, "a demand for the superlative, so 
much so that the poor devil who has no other way of reaching it at¬ 
tains it by getting drunk.” He expressed this skepticism by a gentle¬ 
manly Darwinism, in which legal rules and decisions merely summed up 
the balance of conflicting interests, desires, and power forces at any 
time, with the judge standing by as umpire, discounting his own prefer¬ 
ences. Justice Brandeis, more of a legal and social activist, expressed the 
revolt in a characteristic type of decision (originally the "Brandeis brief”) 
which sought to keep the law abreast of social progress and found in 
history, economics, and statistics the envelope of social reality within 
which the meaning of a case was contained. Pound gave it the name of 
"sociological jurisprudence” and showed eruditely how it fitted into 
the history and spirit of the Anglo-American common law, which he 
made almost into a cult. Justice Cardozo viewed the "nature of the 
judicial process” from inside the judge’s mind, describing how at best 
a judge must weigh considerations of precedent and change, history and 
contemporary pressures, private rights and public policy. Jerome Frank 
and Thurman Arnold called for a philosophy of. “legal realism” which 
described judges, lawyers, and litigants as quite fallible human beings, 

* For a further discussion of natural law and other themes considered in this 
section, see Ch, X, Sec. a, "American Thought: the Angle of Vision.” 
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and took account of how law impinged on American life not at the 
lofty levels of constitutional law and philosophy, but at the everyday 
level of business maneuvers and human entanglements. 

In an interesting chapter on the legal profession, in his American 
Democracy, Harold Laski attacked the case method, accusing it of frag¬ 
mentizing the American legal mind and of leading to the evasion of the 
social logic of the American class structure. Certainly, by dispensing 
with general propositions, it has offered a way of avoiding embarrassing 
political or economic commitments on the part of teachers and judges. 
Nor has it always escaped formalism, which has found its way into 
American law by an intricate network of jurisdictional and procedural 
rules. The mind of the typical lawyer tends to be atomistic and pro¬ 
cedural, concerned with the proper forms and safeguards and with keep¬ 
ing his client out of trouble, and resourceful mainly in the legal means 
for accomplishing the limited objectives set for him. This is what has 
made the American lawyer so crucial a technician in the scope and 
growth of corporate power. But it has also led to his partial replacement 
by the “public-relations" expert, who stresses the irrationals of human 
conduct rather than the formalisms of legal action. A growing number 
of businessmen, tired of the expensive delays and intricacies of litiga¬ 
tion, have had to include in their contracts a clause for the arbitration 
of differences. Yet the case-method approach, used along with social and 
documentary materia], has helped keep American law from the paralyz¬ 
ing abstractions that plagued the more logical legal systems. 

Three great foreign observers—Burke, De Torqueville, and Bryce- 
noted successively how legal-minded the Americans were. Largely they 
have remained so. Their early interest in the law may have been due 
to its usefulness in providing intellectual weapons for the revolutionary 
struggle and the early days of nationhood, just as Gandhi went to Lon¬ 
don to study law and young Asians and Africans in our own time have 
turned to Marxist theory to fortify their national liberation movements. 
Later the law was crucial because it served as one of the two main 
elements of continuity, along with religion, in holding together a society- 
in-the-making. Among such a people the relation of law to the lines of 
social force was bound to continue as a meaningful one. 

To start with, American law has been strongly individualist in its 
emphasis, which has sometimes been explained as the expression of 
Puritanism and the frontier spirit. Yet in many ways the Puritans cared 
less about the freedom of the individual than about his control by 
society; and as for the frontier spirit, its influence was great but only as 
part of a larger complex. In speaking of legal individualism, we must 
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remember that the protection of the individual’s freedom did not end 
the matter: just as important, perhaps even more so in an acquisitive 
society, was the protection of his right to improve his lot and enrich 
himself as a man of property, and the security of that property once 
it had been amassed. Hence the crucial areas of private law in America 
were contract (with labor law as merely a subheading of contract law), 
torts (with emphasis upon the intrusions upon a man's possessions), 
and equity (with emphasis upon the adaptation of the law to changing 
economic conditions, and the creation of new property rights not recog¬ 
nized in the formal and established law). 

The realm of contract is of particular interest because of the role it has 
played in bridging the gap between private and constitutional law in 
America. It was only a step from the use of law in making private bargains 
and acquisitions secure to its use in fending off interference in the relations 
between a corporation and its employees. When, for example, New York 
passed an act at the turn of the century providing for a ten-hour day and 
sixty-hour week in bakeries in order to protect the health of the workers, 
the Supreme Court, in the famous case of Lochner v. New York (1905), 
struck it down on the ground that it violated the sanctity of contract. 
This was the occasion for the notable phrase that Justice Holmes used 
in his dissent: “The Fourteenth Amendment does not enact Mr. Herbert 
Spencer’s Social Statics.” The doctrine of liberty of contract was 
similarly used to invalidate statutes that tried to regulate collective 
bargaining between employers and employees, just as the common-law 
doctrine of “master and servant” and the rule of “contributory negli¬ 
gence” were used to leave the worker helpless in industrial accidents 
until the state compensation laws were finally accepted after a long 
struggle. 

I have been speaking here of contract and related themes in the realm 
of public as well as private law: but the whole point is that the bound¬ 
ary between the two in America has been not nearly as sharp as is 
sometimes assumed; one of the master devices used by the lawyers and 
judges has been to take over the doctrines of private law, which de¬ 
veloped in an English society of agriculture, small enterprise, and petty 
trade, and apply it to the area of public law, where giant business units 
were seeking to fashion a system of order according to their own inter¬ 
ests and their own likes. 

Something of the same sort happened in the field of equity. Originally 
it was intended in England as a way by which the new mercantile class 
sought to evade the burdens and loosen the rigidities of the still largely 
feudal phases of tte common law. It developed as a “court of conscience” 
under a separate^fystem of judges (chancellors), and with its own set 
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of doctrines (such as the trust) and its own writs and injunctions. The 
American tendency has been, except in a few states, to use the same set 
of courts for both law and equity, but the doctrines and procedures of 
equity have had a far-reaching effect in the area of business, labor, and 
property. The management of inheritance and estates, through probate 
courts, has lent itself to the pressures and corruption of those who have 
large interests at stake in the inheritance of considerable fortunes. The 
"trust," once intended in England in order to make land law more 
flexible, became in America a device for the crushing of competition, 
the concentration of industrial power, and the pyramiding of corporate 
control in the hands of a small percentage of the ownership. The in¬ 
junction, once meant as a way of giving relief through equity before 
an intolerable situation could become a fait accompli, came to be used 
in America by pliant judges as a way of paralyzing trade-union strike 
action. The device of equity receivership has been used in the case of 
looted or badly run railroads and other enterprises as a mode of effect¬ 
ing corporate reorganizations, and some of the most ingenious of Ameri¬ 
can legal dodges have developed in this field, to the profit if not the 
glory of the American legal profession. 

Thus it is that law in a business society develops in the direction re¬ 
quired by the power of the dominant business groups. This is as true 
of American private law, as I have suggested in exploring only two or 
three areas of it, as it is in public law. 9 It is within this context that 
the individualism of American law takes on meaning by accomplishing 
two ends—that of treating the corporation as an individual personality 
and that of isolating the ordinary individual from the group action by 
which he seeks to protect himself in an age of mastodons. Some of the 
exacting studies of particular judges, like Carl Swisher on Taney, 
Charles Fairman on Miller, and Leonard Levy on Shaw, portray the 
harsh and rigorous individualism that pervaded virtually every area of 
law, private and public alike, during the era of economic laissez faire. 
The hero of American law, as Levy suggests, was the property-owning, 
liberty-loving, self-reliant, “reasonable” man, and if the giant corporation 
was recast by the law in the image of this man, it had its reasons for 
doing so. One should add that he was also the hero of American so¬ 
ciety, whether celebrated by Jefferson as the freehold farmer, by Hamil¬ 
ton as the town merchant, by Jackson and Fremont as the frontiersman, 
or by a string of people from Carnegie and McKinley to the current 
business writers as the independent businessman. There is a remarkable 
likeness between the American image of the ordinary man and the com- 

• For a discussion of the relation of public and constitutional law to Amencan 
society, see Sec. 9 , "Keepers of the Covenant." 
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mon law’s accepted ideal of the American, intended to be used as a 
standard on which to base legal judgment. 

Despite this glamorized ideal, however, the attitudes of Americans 
toward their legal system are likely to vary from one class to another. 
For the top income groups the law is an instrument for security and a 
technology placed at the service of money and power. For the middle 
class the object is a law-and-order stability, and the law is valued by 
how effectively it copes with crime, corruption, and class disputes, par¬ 
ticularly strike violence. For the trade-unions the law seems very close 
to a class monopoly, especially in the use of the court injunction to 
break strikes, and the strength of the state mili ias when thrown on 
the side of the corporate employers. For the low st classes the law is 
trouble, and its officials are trouble whenever they i e encountered. The 
legal technologies developed largely to meet the n ?ds of the business 
groups, especially in corporate and tax law and rocedure; but the 
dynamism of legal change has responded to the grit inces and protests 
of the lower-income groups, and new law has emerg 1 when the “sense 
of injustice” (in Cahn’s phrase) has been sharpest. 

If there were an American Montesquieu, seeking le "spirit of the 
laws" in American life, what salient themes and ft tures would he 
pick? He would, I think, find American law clutterei and individual¬ 
istic, a "wilderness of single instances”; in the main, uncodified; em¬ 
bodying many of the moralisms and taboos of the American mind in the 
past, yet changing slowly with changing needs; based on precedent, yet 
allowing for considerable leeway; for that reason, relatively unpre¬ 
dictable, especially in the "borderline cases” that form the delight of 
the lawyer; secular, being based on no divinely inspired and revealed 
source, nor on the original wisdom of some great "lawgiver”; careful 
of property rights and skillful in using old precedents of individual 
liberty for the purpose of consolidating new structures of corporate 
power; matter-of-fact, neither demanding nor receiving reverence, since 
it is meant for and administered by ordinary men. 

The decisions most discussed in the law journals are those in the 
higher reaches of the legal system—in constitutional and administrative 
law, in the problems of Federal procedure and jurisdiction, and in the 
cases involving the rights of the person. Yet the impact of law upon or¬ 
dinary Americans is most marked in the large areas of private law, like 
contracts and torts, and in the lower reaches of "courthouse law," both 
criminal and civil, where the American has his minor brushes and major 
encounters with the law. Here he forms the image of H that he carries 
around with him. 



LAW AND JUSTICE 4SS 

While power in America is widely diffused, as I have noted in an 
earlier section, legal force is the monopoly of the government alone: 
there are no nongovernmental tribunals (except for the defense services, 
which are an arm of the government) with the power to punish through 
the deprivations of freedom. The dramatic expression of the government 
monopoly of force is the criminal law. From the most sordid and banal 
cases of routine pickpocketing and prostitution in the police courts to 
the most sensational murder cases, the criminal law gives to the lives 
of bored and lonely Americans some fillip of distraction. 

The administration of American criminal justice has been often scored 
as inefficient, corrupt, and archaic, and all three charges are probably 
true, but again probably no truer than of past eras and other societies. 
The supervision of criminal justice is mainly in the hands of the local 
authorities; the Federal courts handle crimes under Federal jurisdiction 
but try to minimize the appeals from local and state jurisdictions. A 
lawbreaker is tracked down by local police, prosecuted by a local district 
attorney and defended by a local lawyer, tried in a local courthouse in 
a trial reported prominently in the local press, convicted or cleared by 
a local jury, sentenced by a local judge, and shut up in a local or state 
piison. At every point there is a good deal of bungling, prejudice, poor 
judgment, or corruption. Yet on the whole there is a widespread feeling 
that the results are tolerably good and that the frailties of the whole 
process are a reflection of the frailties of the society in which it takes 
place. 

The four symbols of "the law” for Americans are the policeman, the 
district attorney, the judge and jury, and the lawyer. 

The encounters with the “cop” are part of American folklore, es¬ 
pecially in the traffic violations which are the everyday concern of a 
motor civilization. The American is not overly impressed by police 
authority, considering the police officer as a badly paid job holder, not 
above being "fixed” by a bribe. The police, in turn, are assigned to 
dangerous and brutalizing tasks, especially in big cities where they must 
cope with lawless hoodlums spreading “terror in the streets”; and they 
are exposed to the temptations of petty bribery and the Big Money. 
An "honest cop,” accordingly is considered by the cynics much rarer 
than he actually is. The fact is that police administration has its 
pathology, but that American cities from California to New York have 
been learning to use the new technologies of police science, as used for 
example by August Vollmer, the police chief of Berkeley, California, 
with motorized squads, a system of signal calls and radio communication, 
technically competent crime detection and identification, and a com¬ 
munity-wide approach to juvenile delinquency and crime prevention. 
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The rise of a modern police system came very late in American cities: 
even with over 300,000 people. New York had only a "citizens’ watch”; 
many cities had bloody riots that the ward constables and watch were 
helpless to handle, and not until 1844 was the first permanent police 
department set up in New York. In more than a century since then the 
connection of the police with vice and racketeering gTaft has been often 
spread on the record, from the Lexow Investigation of the i8gos to the 
Kefauver Committee a half century later. Steffens wrote his Shame of 
the Cities about corruption at the turn of the century, yet when Albert 
Deutsch made the rounds of much the same cities in the 1950s after the 
pivotal work of exposure by the Kefauver Committee hearings, while 
he still found corruption he also found skill and professional standards, 
and he concluded that few communities would tolerate for a moment 
the depths of police degradation that Steffens described. 

Even more important than the problem of police honesty is that of 
equal justice under the law at the police and prosecutor level. It is 
hard, for example, to be a Negro in the South—in Birmingham or 
Biloxi—and expect human or just treatment at the hands of the local 
police. But it is almost equally hard for a Negro in Harlem, Chicago, 
or Detroit, or a labor organizer in almost any Southern or Midwest 
town, or a recent immigrant speaking with a telltale accent, to get equal 
treatment with others. Instances of police use of "third-degree” methods 
are common enough to have received recognition by the appeals courts. 
The inherent violence of modern life finds outlet both in the lawless¬ 
ness of lawbreakers and the counter-lawlessness of some of the guard¬ 
ians of the law, especially when used against obscure and illiterate men. 
The Wickersham Report in the 1930s documented the use by police of 
the "third-degree” methods of secret pretrial examination to extort con¬ 
fessions, and the studies of crime reporters indicate that the practice 
persists. 

Moving several layers up from the cops, the system of electing judges, 
district attorneys, county prosecutors, and the surrogates who ad¬ 
minister estates and supervise bankruptcy proceedings, makes the ad¬ 
ministration of justice part of the machinery of political influence and 
power. Often these are regarded as plums in the cake of political 
patronage; and the theme of the crooked D.A., or one who is outwitted 
by the defense attorney, is a constant one in the movies and the crime 
stories. But so also is the D.A. who sets out to "clean up" the lawlessness 
of powerful criminals and politicians, and as a heroic figure is sought 
out for mayor, governor, or even President. 

The prosecutor is the dominant figure of criminal* law. If he has a 
flair for publicity he can leave ruined lives and reputations behind him 
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on the road to political preferment. But he has also a vast discretionary 
power which allows him to decide what indictments to present to the 
Grand Jury, what lesser pleas to accept, what cases to bring to trial. The 
impact of the market on American law is shown in the bargaining proc¬ 
ess by which most of the business of a district attorney in the big cities 
is transacted: only one case out of fifteen in a city like New York is ever 
brought to trial, the rest being settled in pretrial negotiations through 
the D.A.’s office. This is a “marketing orientation” with a vengeance. 
As for the trial itself, the theory behind it is that of truth-by-combat. 
American justice has experimented with new psychological devices like 
the "lie detector," but it still clings chiefly to the adversary method of 
getting at the truth—one well suited to the popular American condition¬ 
ing to games. Unlike the Continental system, the judge sits as referee 
instead of as inquisitor until the verdict is reached, when he becomes 
the vessel of punishment; the witnesses are the immediate targets; the 
real players are the battery of counsel; and the jury of one’s peers weighs 
the evidence to reach its decision. 

The jury system has latterly been under attack, mainly on the 
grounds that most jurymen are irritated with the burden of jury duty, 
that they are bored with the cases and incompetent to see through the 
tactics of lawyer and prosecutor or resist their blandishments, that in a 
press-dominated trial they are easily prejudiced and become the dupes of 
emotional manipulation. Descriptively this is not far of the mark. But 
the American as juror is part of the same equalitarian experiment that 
includes the American as husband or father, wife or mother, the Ameri¬ 
can as voter, the American as consumer. The jury system is one of the 
remaining survivals of the Jacksonian idea that there is nothing over the 
head of the common man for which he cannot use his native intelligence. 
The purpose of the jury system is to elicit the common experience of men 
and bring it to bear on the problem of guilt and innocence. However 
well or badly it achieves this, it also performs the function of training 
the juror—and along with him the large body of newspaper readers— 
in the weighing of the human heart. Americans commit more mis¬ 
demeanors than^elonies, more crimes of fraud than of force, more of¬ 
fenses against property than against the person: but in every case there 
must be a scrutiny of motive. 

To say that the juror usually does it badly is beside the point. He is 
probably no more easily duped as juror than the same man is in poli¬ 
tics or love or family relations or the wilderness of commodities. If an 
open society is to survive, he must learn to find his way in each of these 
areas. To play God with a man’s life or his freedom in the deliberations 
of a jury room may be more dramatic than to shape the destiny of a 
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child in the nursery or of a whole nation in the polling booth, but it is 
no more important. In each case it is a God-playing role which cannot 
be delegated to an elite that claims to know best what is good for the 
rabble. 

This may be related to the fact that Americans have become a nation 
of amateur sleuths. The “whodunit” is likely to thrive under democratic 
systems, as in both England and America, where legal judgments are not 
delivered by authoritarian tribunals but where the rules of evidence are 
rigorously applied. With the modern American press the evidence is 
sifted not only by the jury but (in notorious cases) by the whole locality 
or even the nation. From being a nation of jurymen it is only a step 
to being a nation of detectives. The "private eye,” who shows up the 
complacency or stupidity of police officials and D.A.s, becomes a vicari¬ 
ous symbol of the levenge that every reader takes for his brushes with 
the law. The improbability of the murderer’s identity in the whodunits 
(he is rarely the person to whom the evidence points) is a reflection of 
the premises of the law of evidence in a democracy. A basic assumption 
of American law is that a man is held innocent until he is shown to be 
guilty. It shocks an American to discover that an innocent man has 
spent years in jail before the evidence turns up that proves the mistake 
or the "frame.” The jury system brings to bear on the evidence the non¬ 
expert flexibility of everyday experience; courtroom procedure brings 
to bear the accumulated wisdom of centuries spent in the guarding 
of a person’s rights; but the whodunit brings to bear on the evidence the 
combined reader role of being at once detective and rebel. Since in a 
democracy "everyman is his own historian,” everyman is also his own 
sleuth and his own judge and jury, and his triumph is that of showing 
up the authoritarian fable. American legal attitudes are to their mar¬ 
row antiauthoritarian. That America is a government "of laws and not 
of men” is even more strikingly proved in the wish fulfillments of the 
whodunits than in the formal vindications of judicial review. 

It need scarcely be added that the American attitude toward the 
courts is not always one of reverence. The exception is the higher courts, 
especially the Supreme Court. The lower ones, frorr^the local magis¬ 
trates and police courts up, command little respect. Unlike the Con¬ 
tinent, there is no specialized training for the judicial profession as 
such. The judges come up from the ranks of lawyers and go back to legal 
practice when their terms are up or when they find a judge’s salary 
inadequate. This preserves a circulation of talents and prevents the 
judges from being cut off from the realities of legal practice and pro¬ 
cedure. But it is hard to respect "the dignity of the Court" when it is 
presided over by a man whom you knew only yesterday as your legal 
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competitor and perhaps even inferior, since it is not always the lawyers 
of ability and integrity who achieve the judicial robes. The "contempt 
of court” procedures in America are less rigorously invoked than in the 
English courts, and the newspapers are given greater latitude in com¬ 
ment on a case before or during trial, especially in the more sensational 
criminal cases on which their circulation often depends. It is only re¬ 
cently that emphasis has been placed on the role of both prosecutor 
and defense attorney as officers of the Court, thus giving the judge 
greater control over court behavior. In his social position in the com¬ 
munity, the judge has, however, the advantage even over the rich and 
successful lawyers; and in the South especially, the early tradition that 
arms and the law were the two professions of gentlemen, and that the 
able lawyer who became a judge w*as also the repository of learning and 
influence, has carried over to the present day. 

De Tocqueville’s famous chapter on the place of the lawyers in 
American society may seem an anachronism now, but it is not hard to see 
why they played so great a role in American history. In a new coun¬ 
try, with claims and rights in flux and the distribution of authority 
still to be shaped, lawyers were needed to set lines of division and or¬ 
ganize the local will. Since the feudal baron and the manorial lord no 
longer existed, and the clergyman and schoolteacher did not have the 
required prestige and worldliness, the lawyer emerged as the ideal 
amalgam of learning and practicality., He took his seat in the state as¬ 
semblies and the national Congress, and with his knowledge of the 
drafting and interpretation of law's he became indispensable. As the 
country grew, the mounting needs of business enterprise and especially 
of corporate organization and reorganization gave further importance 
to the lawyers, who were now needed to tell the new ruling group what 
they could or could not do legally. 

The role of the lawyer began to change. Whatever his failings, the 
early lawyer had a secular mental discipline that was almost the only 
one available in public affairs and had learned law as part of the arts 
of statecraft. The frontier lawyer and the circuit-riding judge had the 
vigor revealed in the later careers of men as divergent in social views 
as Justices Field and Miller of the Supreme Court. But when, after the 
Civil War, the big corporate interests began to move into the seats of 
power, disintegration set in. The lawyer became a hired man—the 
"Great Mouthpiece” for the corporations or for the marginal local bosses 
and racketeers. 

With the turn of the century, men like Holmes, Brandeis, and Hughes 
made efforts to bring lawyers to a consciousness of the public responsi¬ 
bility of their profession. Holmes especially spoke of the chance that 
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lawyers had to "study the law greatly” and to "wreak themselves” upon 
their subject by seeing "the relation between their fact and the frame 
of the universe.” Brandeis spent his great talents on reform causes and 
became known as “the People’s Attorney.” The law schools and law 
journals subjected legal decisions to an intense scrutiny, setting standards 
for judicial decisions. The legal historians began to emphasize the 
brilliant names in the history of the American legal profession, from 
Marshall and Story to Stimson, Hughes, and Stone. The constitutional 
scholars became aware of the extent to which the lawyers, in their briefs 
and arguments, shaped the course of the law—sometimes even more 
creatively than the judges because they gave the judges their cues. 

Yet one had to remain skeptical of whether a profession so tied to 
the holders of power could free itself and become autonomous. The big 
Wall Street legal firms tended to become “law factories,” organized 
much like the big industrial corporations which they represented. In 
the struggles between labor and the corporations, the trade-unions 
proved powerful enough to develop their own competent legal staffs 
as well as their own research organizations. But the real test of law 
as a public service profession came after World War II, when the chal¬ 
lenge to civil liberties found few members of the bar with the courage 
to risk their economic prospects by defending unpopular causes and 
hated men. The lawyers had moved a long way since the time when 
John Adams defended the British commander charged with the massacre 
of American patriots on Boston Common. The American attitudes 
toward the lawyer are hard to define. His social position varies with his 
success and wealth, but is likely to be a good deal higher than on the 
European Continent, and similar to that of a businessman or corporate 
executive. Yet the distrust of him persists. 

Thurman Arnold pointed up the paradox of Americans’ calling for 
law enforcement at the same time that they multiply the laws beyond 
the point of enforceability and violate them from day to day. This may 
be less an American trait than the very human one of wanting, in the 
sphere of the law as elsewhere, both to eat one’s cake and have it. In all 
societies, formal codes are set up which go largely unheeded because 
their rigid enforcement would cripple the practical needs of social life 
and violate the insistent impulses of man's nature. 

The Americans have sought to solve the problem by alternations of 
neglect and enforcement, as shown by their traffic regulations, their dis¬ 
astrous Prohibition experiment, their gambling and betting laws, their 
vice and narcotics laws. They have moved between!, the twin beats oi 
complacency and.conscience, cynicism and Puritanism, silence and crack- 
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down. There will be long periods of "patterned evasion” of the legal 
norms through corruption and the "Big Fix." Then there will be a 
"crime wave" or some other index of alarm, followed by the inevitable 
crackdown on racketeers, "vice kings," fee-splitters, "ambulance-chasers," 
narcotics peddlers and addicts, gamblers, bookies, prostitutes, gang war¬ 
riors, traffic violators, or just vagrants and bums. In this crackdown the 
police, prosecutors, judges, press, clergy, and politicians tumble over one 
another in an hysteria of legal enforcement, feeling at once virtuous and 
inwardly silly. Then a vast apathy will blanket the community, and the 
silence will be as before. 

If this were not similar to other polarities in American life, one would 
lie tempted to speak of it—with its alternating fits of elation and gloomy 
quiescence—as a sign of a manic-depressive personality. But it is more 
sensible to trace this pattern back to the Puritan altitudes, with their 
combination of moralism and practicality; or to cite the experience of 
frontier law, as shown in the California Gold Rush days, when the new 
communities had long spells of complacent laxity of law and in morals, 
followed by a reckless vigilantism. Behind the law-and-ouler crackdown 
there remains even in the modern period more than a trace of lawless' 
ness and vigilantism. Judge Learned Hand, speaking of a roundup of va. 
grants and petty criminals listed on the police blotters by Grover 
Whalen when he was Police Commissioner, and the general approval of 
press and citizenry, pointed out that any of these men would bridle at 
the thought that someone should be punished at official whim without 
evidence of guilt: "they are loyal to our institutions in the abstract, but 
they do not mean to take them too seriously in application." One sus¬ 
pects that the law-and-order obsession of the American is fed by a sense 
of guilt about his own circumventions of the law, and by his increasing 
insecurity in a world in which the old codes no longer seem adequate. 
The enforcement crackdowns are thus related to the psychic and emo¬ 
tional sources from which come also the periodic raids on civil liberties. 

There are other forms of patterned evasion. There is the deliberate 
circumvention of the law in tax evasion, or in the sabotaging of safety 
inspection codes. There are the cases where, as in divorce law, the legal 
norms take too rigorous a view of social needs, as by the paradoxical 
"rule of collusion” that no divorce will be granted where both husband 
and wife are anxious to have it. Here the American practice is the tacit 
legal violation of the law through uncontested divorce actions in ficti¬ 
tious jurisdictions. Finally there are the areas of legal distortion through 
archaism, as in the law governing sex offenses, where the punishment of 
"statutory rape" or of "sodomy” takes an approach to human behavior 
based on the Hebraic-Puritan theological tradition, without taking into 
account the insights of psychology. 
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While American law is a loosely fitting coat, draping the figure of 
American life too haphazardly at some points while pinching too tightly 
at others, the Americans find it a fair approximation and have learned 
to live with it. They might even feel uncomfortable with too snug a fit. 
They take their system of law a little as the French or Italians take their 
system of Catholicism—observing most of its rituals, living up to few of 
its precepts, but clinging to it nonetheless with a tenacious if genial 
infidelity. 

I have spoken of the particularism, the pragmatism, and the matter- 
of-factness of the American legal system, of the relation of the great 
areas of private law to American property and class attitudes, of the 
spirit and temper of American criminal law, of the policeman, prosecu¬ 
tor, judge, and lawyer as symbols of the administration of justice, of the 
somewhat schizoid attitude Americans take toward law enforcement, 
and of the loose but operative fit between the law and the social realities. 

Another instance of the affinity of the spirit of American law and of 
American life is in the unpredictability of both. One of the major aims 
of all legal systems is to achieve the maximum security and stability 
through predictability. Where the law is codified and handed down by 
authoritarian tribunals as part of a centralized system of justice, the pre¬ 
dictability of judgments is great but there is likely to be little dynamism 
in the society. In America the opposite is true, justice Holmes once de¬ 
fined law as quite simply "the prediction of what the courts will do in a 
given case.” Or, as he put it, the law is "the hypostasis of a prophecy"— 
which is to say that it is a gamble. The "bad man" gambles on what he 
can get away with; the law is the croupier playing for the house against 
him. 

This element of risk in law, which might prove too costly in a less 
dynamic society, fitted the mood of the Americans as long as the element 
of risk was strong in their society as well. The large number of state ju¬ 
risdictions, each with its own line of precedents on disputed points of 
law, added to the confusion and the unpredictability. One reason per¬ 
haps why the litigiousness of Americans is not as great as in some other 
social systems, despite a "litigation neurosis" to be found in certain per¬ 
sonality types, has been that litigation is expensive and risky, and the 
delays long. What American society has always wanted—and American 
law as well—is to get the disagreements settled and to move on. 

Yet not without at least a backward glance at the moral base of the 
legal decisions and solutions. American law, like English, focuses not on 
abstract right and wrong but on specific acts within a frame of traditional 
moral codes. But these codes are not always clear Enough to resolve the 
question of whether the moral claims as between plaintiff and defend- 
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ant should be translated into legal penalty and award. In a perceptive 
classification and review of the typical problems of the “moral decision" 
in the context of American law and society, Edmond Cahn notes the 
cases of injury to trespassing children at play, of sexual relationships, of 
the conduct of husband and wife in family disintegration, of honesty or 
deceit in business, of spite offenses against property, of tax cheating, of 
the impulse to rescue the unfortunate, of suicide and death. 

Lecky pointed out that in an industrial civilization like England the 
needs of commerce and business put a premium upon honesty and 
truth-telling which did not apply in the preindustrial labor cultures. He 
called this “industrial veracity.” This is even truer of American life, 
where the fabric of business would crumble if fraud were permitted to 
grow rampant and the law did not enforce at least a minimum of com¬ 
pliance with honesty. Given the fluid character of American family life 
and sexual mores, the same applies in those areas. To be sure, at no time 
in American life has there been a greater impulse to rethink questions 
of moral behavior than in the past quarter century, and at no time has 
there been a sharper challenge to the traditional codes, especially from 
psychology and psychiatry. It is in the American law journals and psy¬ 
chiatric publications that the question of the moral responsibility for 
crime on the part of a mentally unbalanced person was being most hotly 
debated: an effort was made to displace McNaghten’s Rule—whether the 
accused knew that what he was doing was wrong—with one which (as in 
the decision in the Durham case) allows for the newly revealed subtleties 
of mental disturbance. Yet one may doubt whether this effort will 
wholly succeed. 

With all the turbulence of shifting moral standards, American think¬ 
ing is too deeply rooted in the idea of the individual's rights ever to be¬ 
come very relaxed about his obligations which form the other side of the 
shield. It is too concerned with the fullness of human personality ever 
to move away from the idea of individual responsibility. The forces that 
shaped American law in a frontier society, and then in a capitalist so¬ 
ciety, will continue to shape and reshape it in a society of abundance 
and welfare, where the collisions that occur have their greatest meaning 
in the quest for personal expression. 

9. Keepers of the Covenant 

At the apex of the American legal system stands the Supreme Court as 
interpreter of the Constitution. Walter Bagehot said that every govern¬ 
ment must contain something of the "dignified” or “majestic” principle, 
rooted in men’s emotions and in what we should today call the irra- 
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tional mind. Its purpose is to give government a cohesive force outlast¬ 
ing the temporary political changes. This element is enshrined in the 
Constitution, and amidst all the turbulences of history the Constitution 
as eidolon has remained a fixture in the American mind. 

The fact that the Constitution is a written charter, lending itself thus 
to idolization; that it grew out of the War for Independence, has lasted 
since the beginning of the nation's history, and survived even a bloody 
Civil War; that within its framework America has risen to wealth and 
world power; that it has not been shattered by the tensions of the major 
depressions and wars; that under it American freedoms have not been 
extinguished, although they have at times been severely limited; that it 
has been the object of imitation by other peoples: these are some of the 
facts that have fed the Constitution cult. But beyond all these there is 
the human need for roots, which finds expression by clinging to some 
strong symbol of allegiance. 

The symbol of the Constitution has fulfilled this need. It has been in¬ 
voked by the Americans of earlier immigrant origins—the “native” 
Americans—and equally by the newer Americans who have worshiped it 
the more eagerly because they found in it the symbol of what makes 
Americans equal before the law. Amidst the change and decay of human 
circumstance the Constitution—presumably framed in wisdom, main¬ 
tained by courage, and proved by time—must have seemed to almost all 
Americans the great fact which changeth not and therefore abideth. 

Nevertheless, if one analyzes the imagery of belief it has embodied, 
this unvarying symbol has had a changing content. The Constitution 
started as a compact —whether of the states or of the people is still dis¬ 
puted. Later the Civil War burned it into the consciousness of Ameri¬ 
cans as a symbol of indestructible union. Later still, when the Supreme 
Court interpreted some of the constitutional doctrines in a w'ay to in¬ 
validate legislation, the Constitution became in the popular mind 
mainly a set of limitations on the power of government. Only after the 
Supreme Court crisis under the New Deal did it clearly emerge as an 
instrument of government, capable of being used in the people’s inter¬ 
ests, flexible enough to be a living Constitution in a living society. Re¬ 
cently, under the tensions that have beset civil liberties everywhere, the 
Constitution has come to be stressed as a code of freedom: a set of guar¬ 
antees of human freedom and a symbol of vigilance against the arbitrary 
use of man’s power over man. 

Since the Constitution is America's covenant, its guardians are the 
keepers of the covenant and therefore touched with its divinity. As the 
tenders of the sacred flame, the justices of the Supreme Court cannot 
help playing the role of a sacerdotal group. By reason of its technical 
function every priesthood exercises a political power: since they alone 
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are privy to the mysteries on which the destiny of the tribe depends, the 
priests must be consulted on what is permissible and what is taboo in 
tribal policy—a veto power which filters every major political decision 
and is thus a form of decision-making even when the Court deliberately 
refrains from exercising its power. 

The American Constitution started without a specific grant to its ju¬ 
dicial priesthood of this taboo power (“judicial review"), although the 
explicit grant was debated at the Constitutional Convention and the 
evidence is that it was at least implicitly intended. But early in the Su¬ 
preme Court's history Chief Justice John Marshall boldly asserted the 
power ot the Court to decide the constitutionality of an act of Con¬ 
gress: the claim lay dormant for some time but was resumed in the mid¬ 
nineteenth century after it had been applied in many cases to the acts of 
state legislatures. While there was a biller challenge to this power by 
the Jeffersonians and their constitutional theorist, John Taylor, and de¬ 
bate flared up anew with the Died Scott decision, the income-tax cases, 
and other crises in constitutional history, the Court’s assertion of judi¬ 
cial review was never effectively resisted. 

The reasons are clear enough. It fitted well with the needs of a Federal 
system: the strongest argument for judicial review is the chaos that 
would flow from unresolved clashes between states and national govern¬ 
ment. It fitted with the fears the big corporations later felt in the face 
of rising movements for social legislation. Finally it fitted with the psy¬ 
chic hunger of Americans for a symbol of ultimate guardianship of their 
rights under the law. Holmes said of John Marshall that his greatness 
lay in the place he held in “the campaign of history”—the “fact that he 
was there.” The role he served was as a crucial Jink between nationalism, 
constitutionalism, and a rising commercial system. In its exercise of the 
power of judicial review the Supreme Court has been one of the chief 
elements in the planetary struggle for power within the economy and 
the social structure. 

One may stretch the term (as 1 have suggested earlier) and say that 
there are two Constitutions in America—one the formal Constitution as 
interpreted by the Federal judiciary, the second the structure of power 
within American society. With the triumph of the business system after 
the Civil War, the chief energies of the Court—especially in the period 
from 1885 to the Depression of 1929—were directed toward making the 
legal Constitution fit with the structure of economic power, thus bring¬ 
ing the two Constitutions into line. The purpose was to exempt the busi¬ 
ness groups from hampering legislative and administrative controls by 
both state and Federal governments. “There are certain fundamental 
social and economic laws,” said Justice Sutherland two years before he 
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was appointed to the Court, “beyond the right of official control.” He 
was clearly a fit person to effect the legal encrustation of laissez faire. It 
showed again that public law in a capitalist state, perhaps even more 
than private law, tends to take the shape demanded by the protection of 
the dominant property interests. 

But the business groups had to pay a costly price for this temporary 
victory. To gain the victory the Court had to distort traditional and 
established constitutional doctrine; to take the Fourteenth Amendment, 
framed to protect Negroes against discrimination by Southern states 
after the Civil War, and use it to ward off regulatory legislation from 
business corporations; to stretch the meaning of ‘‘person," as I have 
mentioned, to include the corporation; and to stretch the meaning of 
“due process" from the guarantee of normal judicial procedures to the 
tabooing of reformist legislation. 

Once this was done, however, the door was opened wide to the use of 
the Constitution as a living instrument for the needs of a living society. 
The game of adapting constitutional doctrines could be played by a 
Miller, a Brandeis, a Black, and a Douglas as well as by a Field and a 
Sutherland. If there could be a constitutional theology of profits and 
property there could be a counter-theology as well. The Devil could 
learn to quote this particular Scripture. The pressure of labor and the 
farmers and of reform movements could become more clamorous, if less 
well financed, than the pressure of corporate interests. Whenever a con¬ 
servative Court showed an inclination to stand pat against legislation 
that seemed to meet the felt needs of the day, the liberal groups had 
the ready answer of pointing to the free-and-easy handling of judicial 
concepts by conservative majorities when it suited their interests. A Con¬ 
stitution whose amending process is notable for its brass-bound rigidity 
showed surprising qualities of flexibility without formal amendment. As 
"Mr. Dooley" put it, with a certain sophistication about the implications 
of judicial review: “Whether or not trade follows the flag, one thing is 
clear: the Supreme Court follows the election returns.” The seeming de¬ 
tachment of the Court from political struggles was illusory. The Su¬ 
preme Court bench was the quiet spot in the center of a tornado. 

The great crisis of the Supreme Court’s role in American society came 
with the New Deal’s challenge to the conservative Court majority. For 
almost three quarters of a century the Court had operated as a bottle¬ 
neck of social policy; but the Great Depression of the thirties, bringing 
the need for a program adequate to meet it, broke the bottleneck. Thus 
the economic crisis brought along a constitutional crisis. Its first phase 
was the refusal of the Court majority to admit that a social program 
with which they disagreed could be constitutional, ill second phase the 
effort of President Roosevelt’s “court-packing plan” to secularize the 
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judicial priesthood. The Roosevelt plan was beaten, but not until the 
third phase, when the priesthood had clearly shown it was ready to 
withdraw the taboo it had invoked. 

Out of this came the present equilibrium of the Supreme Court as a 
power institution. The power of judicial review remains, and along with 
it much of the sanctity of the keepers of the Covenant. The “dignified” 
principle that encases the Constitution has happily not been broken. On 
the other hand, the Court’s power to frustrate future movements which 
may seek to organize the national will in meeting an emergency, as the 
New Deal did, is no longer likely to go unchallenged. 

“I may not know much about law,” wrote Theodore Roosevelt in 
1912, “but I do know how one can put the fear of God into judges.” He 
was talking of the movement for the popular recall of judges. But such 
movements have lost their appeal, mainly because judges and lawyers 
and much of lay opinion have come to understand that judicial inter¬ 
pretation is flexible enough to make the crude device of rccatt unneces¬ 
sary. Americans have learned some of the facts of life about the work¬ 
ings of the judicial process. They no longer believe so readily that judicial 
decisions are babies brought by constitutional storks. They know some¬ 
thing of the pain and wrack of the whole adventure of social organization, 
with its deep-rooted problems and its difficult solutions, out of which 
new constitutional interpretations emerge and old ones are modified. 

It need no longer be argued vehemently that there is a political cast 
to many Supreme Court appointments, but the argument is often greatly 
oversimplified. Certainly the Supreme Court has never been "demo¬ 
cratic" in the sense that appointments are meant to represent a cross 
section of the nation. Nor is the Court democratic in the mechanically 
responsive sense of changing with the shifting waves of popular opinion: 
one of the reasons for giving the judges life tenure and putting them 
beyond the reach of political and popular vindictiveness was to fashion 
a judicial independence without which any effort to interpret the basic 
frame of constitutional principle as principle would be a sham. There 
can be too much flexibility in judicial interpretation, as well as too 
little, especially if the flexibility is dictated by opportunism and is a 
surrender to the passions of the moment. 

The great appointments have been those of farsighted men who could 
grow on the bench into judicial statesmanship. Sometimes, as in the 
appointment of Holmes by President Theodore Roosevelt, these choices 
were made on the mistaken assumption that the judge would go along 
with the political policy of the President (after the Holmes dissent in the 
Northern Securities case, T. R. is reported to have cried, “I could carve 
out of a banana a man with more backbone.”). In other instances the 
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political purpose of the appointment is well known and is carried out, 
as when Jackson appointed Taney or when Truman appointed Vinson. 
Sometimes a judge has started his judicial career inauspiciously, as with 
Hugo Black's admission of early membership in the Ku Klux Klan, and 
grown to judicial greatness. Sometimes a series of remarkably able ap¬ 
pointees have been followed by a series of mediocrities, as with the 
general level of President Truman’s appointments (Burton, Vinson, 
Clark, and Minton) when compared with the general level of the Roose¬ 
velt appointments (Black, Reed, Frankfurter, Murphy, Douglas, Jack- 
son, and Rutledge). Sometimes, as with Stone and Cardozo, the 
unmistakable sentiment of the whole legal profession has made the 
choice of a particular man inevitable. 

Yet on the whole it has been true of membership on the Supreme 
Court, as of the Presidential office, that the garments of office have ex¬ 
panded or shrunk with the dimensions of the wearer. Some of the great 
judges, like Marshall appointed by Adams, Harlan appointed by Hayes, 
Stone appointed by Coolidge, Hughes appointed by Taft and reap¬ 
pointed by Hoover, and Warren appointed by Eisenhower, might well 
have made greater Presidents than the Presidents who appointed them. 
It is true that no member of the Court has ever been elected to the 
Presidency, although Hughes came close and Taft reversed the process. 
On the whole, however, it has been a healthy tradition that the Court 
should not be considered a pathway to Presidential office. The very fact 
that the Court does have decision-making power of vast political conse¬ 
quence makes it even more important for the justices to be invulnerable 
to the charge of playing for political advantage. It takes great courage 
to fill the role of final constitutional arbiter with an eye to the endur¬ 
ing lines of national growth and greatness, rather than of any particular 
group, pressure, or power. 

It is not necessary for biographers wholly to unclothe the judges in 
order to disrobe them and show the street clothes under their traditional 
vestments of office. A Supreme Court judge is a human being, which 
means that he is a thinking and valuing animal, with emotions about 
his fellow human beings and often very decided convictions about the 
processes of government. Their earlier careers—as corporate and utility 
lawyers, as governors and Senators, as attorney generals or heads of ad¬ 
ministrative agencies, as law school teachers, as crusading reformers—are 
usually a pretty good indication of the kind of judges they will make. 
To take an instance almost at random, of a mediocre judge who was 
nevertheless as Chief Justice an efficient presider over the Court: Mel¬ 
ville W. Fuller was a Northern Democrat who had been a prosperous 
business lawyer; he had opposed both Abolition and S&ession, had dis¬ 
approved of the Fourteenth Amendment, and had been a vehement 
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champion of the dot trine of “hard money.” It was not too hard to fore¬ 
tell that he would vote to hold the Federal Income Tax of 1894 uncon¬ 
stitutional. 

Or to take a more eminent instance: after the experience of the nation 
with Taft as President it was not hard to project his career into the 
Supreme Court and predict that he would make a highly political judge. 
Taft later boasted that during one term as Piesident he had been lucky 
to have six Supreme Court appointments to make, while his successor 
Woodrow' Wilson could make only three in two terms. One of those 
three, McReynolds, who had shown social fervor as attorney general, 
turned the tables on the guessers and became a conser-vative (although 
still unpredictable) justice. Bui Taft regarded the other two, Brandeis 
and Clarke, as “of socialistic tendency”—and it might be added that the 
leaders of the legal profession and the holders of economic power agreed 
with him about Brandeis, as witness the massive effort to kill his nomi¬ 
nation, first in the Senate Judiciary Committee and then in the vote on 
the floor. Taft saw shrewdly that one of the high stakes of the 1920 elec¬ 
tion was the fact that four of the justices had passed the retiring age and 
would probably have to be replaced. "There is no greater domestic is¬ 
sue," he said about the 1920 campaign, “than the maintenance of the 
Supreme Court as the bulwark to enforce the guarantee that no man 
shall be deprived of his property without due process of law.” Harding’s 
election underscored the political realism of Taft’s view', for in three 
years there were four new appointments, including Taft himself, Suther¬ 
land, Butler, and Sanford; these four joined three other conservatives to 
form a bloc of seven who consistently outvoted and isolated Holmes and 
Brandeis. When Taft met his colleagues as Chief Justice he told them 
in conference, “I have been appointed to reverse a few decisions,” and 
(he wrote later), "I looked right at old man Holmes when I said it.” 
Even after Coolidgc had appointed Stone, w'ho seemed at first relatively 
''safe” but developed into a fearlessly independent member of the Court, 
there was still a minority of only three at best on crucial cases. When 
Hoover appointed Cardozo the potential minority became four, but his 
appointment of Roberts and Hughes kept the majority safe. It w-as this 
political approach to Court appointments which evoked the drastic and 
equally political counterapproach of the Franklin Roosevelt court-pack¬ 
ing proposal, and later his deliberately political appointments of New 
Dealers to the Court. 

I have given some detailed scrutiny here to the appointments in one 
period of the Court’s history, but the same would be true of the earlier 
periods to a much higher degree. During the whole stretch of Republi¬ 
can Presidential power from i860 to 191a (except for Cleveland's terms) 
the proportion of property-minded, business-minded, and corporate- 
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minded judges who reached the Court was, needless to say, very high. 
The striking fact is that great judges do manage to emerge from this 
process-men like Marshall, Taney, Miller, Harlan, Holmes, Hughes, 
Brandeis, Stone, Cardozo, Black, Frankfurter, Douglas, Warren. (There 
were also judges like Van Devanter, who was a brilliant craftsman al¬ 
though a reactionary one and unable to write.) It would be hard to find 
a governing group in any society to match these men in talent, character, 
vision, and statesmanship. They have proved a fit corollary to the gallery 
of great Presidents. 

The task of the Chief Justice is especially difficult, since he must keep 
the Court as cohesive as possible, iron out differences that need not be 
aired, avoid too-public splits, assign the writing of the majority opinion 
(here he can exercise a subtle influence of great importance), and set the 
whole intellectual tone of the Court. Marshall, Hughes, Stone, perhaps 
Vinson, and certainly Warren lived up notably to the dimensions of this 
great office. The case of Stone, which can be read in meticulous detail in 
Mason's biography, is especially interesting. He was appointed Attorney 
General to sweeten the stench left by Harding’s Daugherty; he cam¬ 
paigned for Coolidge with speeches that were stilted and stuffed-shirtish; 
he performed his job as Attorney General with distinction, yet when he 
was appointed to the Court a few liberal Senators, like Norris, who were 
distrustful of his having had the Morgan bank as a client, opposed his 
confirmation. “I have always been sorry," said Stone later, “that I didn’t 
have the Morgan House for my clients more than I did.” And Norris, in 
1941, voted to confirm him as Chief Justice: Stone had shown that ca¬ 
pacity to rise above his earlier conditioning which is the saving quality 
of greatness in a judge. 


One of the problems of the Court has been the overwhelming pressure 
of judicial business. In 1925 Congress reorganized the Court’s work, and 
later changes were made in the same direction so that the Court would 
not have to remedy the wrongs of every litigant on appeal, but could 
choose the cases involving important principles of constitutional inter¬ 
pretation. The real question has always been what approach the Court 
would adopt to these principles. 

The traditional “great split” between the liberal and conservative 
views of the Court’s function, which Franklin Roosevelt phrased in pop¬ 
ular terms as a split between those who cared about “property rights” 
and those who cared about “human rights," still retains a good deal of 
its meaning. But the livelier controversy in recent years, which split the 
liberal camp itself, was the conflict between the school of social “activ¬ 


ism” or "dynamism” and that of "judicial self-limitation” or “self-re¬ 


straint.” Both schools of judges went beyond the earlier pretense that 
there h something fixed and known, which is called "the law” and 
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which judges make known to the people. They recognized what Charles 
E. Hughes meant when he said that "wb live under a Constitution, but 
the Constitution is what the Supreme Court says it is.” He gave the 
simplest possible definition of what has come to be called "judicial su¬ 
premacy.” The two schools differed, however, in the method by which 
they could best live up to their task of interpreting constitutional 
powers, rights, and immunities. 

The "self-limitation” school, deriving largely from Justice Holmes 
and notably championed by Justices Frankfurter and Jackson, rested on 
Holmes’s insistence that the judges should minimize their role, stay out 
of the social struggles as far as possible, accept state and Federal legisla¬ 
tion unless clearly outside the powers of the legislatures, and decide 
cases on technical and procedural grounds where possible in order to 
avoid committing the Constitution to principles that may later prove 
mischievous. The philosophy of the school was well expressed by Justice 
Stone in the agricultural controls case, when he warned his colleagues 
that “the only restraint we have is our self-restraint.” Ultimately it is 
based on the premise that judicial supremacy can become a form of tyr¬ 
anny, that judges are frail and ought to discipline their sentiments, that 
all of government and human life is a fragile process, and that a Court 
is wisest when it raises as few broad controversial issues of principle as 
possible. 

One difficulty here of course is that even the decision to use self- 
restraint is an exercise of judicial power, and even a judge like Robert 
H. Jackson, who carried this principle far in most of his judicial opin¬ 
ions, broke it on something like the case of the'religious liberties of the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses. Another difficulty is that the principle of staying 
away from principles, and of narrowing every constitutional issue to the 
minimum one compatible with the immediate facts, can become a bleak 
function for the judicial process. The danger of the doctrine of judicial 
restraint is that it becomes judicial abdication. Still another danger, as I 
note below, is that when it is applied to the problems of legislative or 
administrative interference with civil liberties, it leaves the field of ac¬ 
tion open to arrogant or frightened and sometimes hysterical legislative 
majorities, acting often under the pressure of intense minorities in the 
population. , 4 

The “activist" school, championed by Justices Black and Douglas, was 
derived largely from Justice Brandeis and held that the Supreme Court 
has a positive role to play not only in guarding civil liberties but in set¬ 
ting a legal frame for the quest of a greater measure of economic and so¬ 
cial democracy. This approach was strengthened by the philosophy of 
the New Deal and the appointments that Franklin Roosevelt made to 
the Court. At base it represents an instrumental approach to the judi¬ 
cial process. It candidly makes a distinction between the protection of 
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individual freedom and the progress of economic and social advance. In 
the latter case it is willing to go along with legislative majorities and 
administrative action on the theory that these broad issues have been 
hammered out under long public debate and represent the response to 
the needs of the time. But in the case of civil liberties, where freedoms 
of long standing may be threatened by emotional new doctrines ex¬ 
pressed through hasty majorities, it holds that the role of the Court is 
that of acting to protect the old freedoms against the new dangers. The 
field of administrative law' is especially important because of its rapid 
recent growth: in this field the school of judicial restraint is unlikely to 
go beyond the findings of facts by administrative agencies and restricts 
itself to questions of law; the activist school, on the other hand, will re¬ 
view findings of fact if it suspects that they conceal an instance of arbi¬ 
trary power by the agency. Just as the weakness of judicial self-restraint 
is that it may become a form of abdication, so the weakness of judicial 
activism is that it may become a form of arbitrary intervention by the 
Court itself into the other areas of government and into state action. 

The period of the "cold war” during the decade after 1945 presented 
the Court with one of its great testing periods. The Court at first fal¬ 
tered. The classic distinction between belief and action was blurred. 


and the Court accepted the dubious notion that if a number of people 
"conspired" or "organized” to "advocate” subversion, Congress should 
legislate for their punishment. Once the gate was thus opened, some 
very dangerous freightage managed to get through. But it should be 
added that at the end of the 1945-1955 period the Court grew firmer. 
In 1957 came the climactic decision in the case of the California Com¬ 
munists under the Smith Act. Speaking through Justice Harlan, the 
Court defined “organize” strictly to mean the creation (not continu¬ 
ance) of an organization, and in defining "advocacy” it made incite¬ 
ment to action—rather than mere belief—the test for the juries to pass 
on. In the Watkins Case, Chief Justice Warren cut down the cancerous 
growth of the Congressional investigating power, held that a Congres¬ 
sional inquiry must be "in furtherance of a legitimate task of Con¬ 
gress” (adding “Who can define the meaning of ‘un-American’?”), and 
reminded the-Congressional committees that “there is no Congressional 
power to expose for the sake of exposure.” It was dear that the Supreme 
Court had finally ridden out the cold-war crisis and had put into broad 
legal terms the calmer judgment of the majority of the American 
people. 


There has been considerable recent discussion of whether the Supreme 
Court is a democratic or an undemocratic instrument of government. 
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The stronger view would seem that it is democratic in its response to the 
larger fluctuations of public opinion, and its accessibility to changing 
Presidential regimes. One should add, however, that for long stretches, 
especially from the 1880s to the 1930s, it lagged behind the best legal 
and judicial opinion. In essence what this means is that the Court is part 
of the changes and chances of its time, and also part of the power struc¬ 
ture in the society as a whole. It was this quality, of being part of the 
power structure, that made the social thinkers of the 1930s and 1940s 
attack it as “undemocratic.” On balance one may say that the Court is 
part of American democracy, but that it serves as a tempering influence 
both upon social and economic advance and also upon attacks on the 
freedom of the person. 

The best type of judge is one who maintains the kind of skepticism of 
ideas which Holmes had, and has the saving impulse to restrain his own 
power that Stone had, but believes that even within this frame of skep¬ 
ticism and restraint the Court has both the duty and opportunity to 
make judicial action square with a social humanism of the kind 
Brandeis strove for. This means that there can be no single formula for 
the judicial process, and that the judge cannot escape the infinitely diffi¬ 
cult task of weighing his intellectual caution and skepticism against his 
social boldness and his moral faith in human possibility. 

One of the best instances of how a great Court acted in some such 
spirit, under a great Chief Justice, was the unanimous decision in the 
school segregation cases, written by Chief Justice Warren. It represented 
a break from the turn-of-the-century segregation decisions, and it broke 
with them sharply and boldly, without any apparatus of protective cita¬ 
tion and without the hypocrisy of trying to "distinguish” so that an actual 
judicial change would seem to be no change at all. In this sense it was a 
political decision, yet not in the narrow spirit of being a partisan one. 
North and South alike. Republicans and Democrats on the Court, 
joined in it because it aimed to sum up the conscience and progress of 
the nation in the area of civil rights, and because it boldly completed a 
long line of decisions that had been moving in the same direction. It 
went outside traditional legal categories by taking notice of studies by 
psychologists and sociologists which showed that separate and segregated 
schools could not be “equal” because the fact of their separateness was 
the fact that left a scar on the minds of the schoolchildren, Negro and 
white alike. Yet it was a decision reached not in haste but only after long 
deliberation; and it directed that the states and the local school districts 
carry it out “with all deliberate speed.” 

In this sense the Court has an important role as a national educator, 
trying to set standards of social control taken from the best levels of 
thought and asking the nation as a whole to measure itself by those 
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standards. It cannot ever place itself in the vanguard of social thought, 
since its job is to distill what has already been thought and done and 
translate it into legal norms. But neither does it have to wait forever, 
until the bold has been frustrated and destroyed or until the novel has 
become archaic. Its task is a creative one in the sense that it must recog¬ 
nize when the action and thinking of popular majorities is valid for the 
long term, and when it is dangerous, must seize upon the thinking of the 
creative minority to hold it up as a standard for the majority to follow. 
No Court that could do this in a sustained way has yet been put together 
in Supreme Court history, but it is a not impossible ideal. 


io. The Struggle for Civil Liberties 

The area in which the Federal courts have performed their most cru¬ 
cial work of guarding the polity is that of civil liberties, and the shield 
of freedom has been the Bill of Rights. Watching from Paris while the 
battle over the Constitution was being waged at home, Jefferson wrote 
that the necessary guarantees were “freedom of religion, freedom of the 
press, freedom from monopolies, freedom from unlawful imprisonment, 
freedom from a permanent military, and a trial by jury.” And again, “A 
Bill of Rights is what the people are entitled to against every govern¬ 
ment on earth.” They got one, in the form of the first ten amendments 
to the Constitution. Along with other constitutional provisions, includ¬ 
ing the Fourteenth Amendment, they represent both substance and sym¬ 
bol of American freedom—although the commitment to them by majori¬ 
ties and minorities has often been notably weak in practice. 

The most elusive word in the political vocabulary, “freedom” is also 
one of the most important in the American consciousness. It is the first 
image the American invokes when he counts the blessings of his state. The 
inheritor of the English and French revolutions, as well as of his own, 
he has gazed so long into the pool of freedom that he has fallen half in 
love with his own reflection in it. He may be at the base of the income 
pyramid or a segregated Negro in the South, yet whatever his place in 
the social system, he sets store by freedom; it gives him a yardstick to 
measure his deprivation and a hope that he can remedy it. The histori¬ 
cal record shows that the denials of freedom are part of the scar tissue of 
American culture and not its principle of growth and being. 

In the triad of American "liberal capitalist democracy,” the “liberal" 
component has generally meant the freedom to make your own decisions 
in your political and personal life. There are many constraints that the 
American does not regard as the denial of freedom. ^The conditions of 
his job, the rules of his union, the rigors of business fluctuations, the 
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tyrannies of the community, and the prejudices of his fellow men may in 
fact represent harsh constraints on him. Yet he does not consider them 
violations of his freedom because they come as the fabric of his everyday 
life, and not as encroachment by anyone in authority. He is prepared to 
accept the informal but not the formal constraints, those from within 
the culture but not those from political authority. 

To be cramped by someone who has power or superior position in a 
graded official hierarchy—that is counted the real denial of freedom. For 
example, the Great Depression of the 1930s wiped out billions in property 
values and income, reduced many to pauperism, saddled others with 
burdens it took a lifetime to discharge: yet it was not held to have dimin¬ 
ished American freedom. The real threat was held to be the structure of 
bureaucracy built to cope with the periodic economic breakdowns. The 
spirit of this thinking shows up in the story of the Negro, living in 
squalor and precariousness, who was asked what he had gained by ex¬ 
changing the security of slavery for poverty in freedom, and who an¬ 
swered, "There’s something about the looseness of this here freedom 
that I like.” 

The obvious defect of this conception is its negativism. It stresses free¬ 
dom from the powers and principalities of organized government, but 
not freedom for the creative phases of living. It derives from the whole 
freedom constellation of the eighteenth century, which saw a simple and 
natural plan of self-regulating human life, complete with an economic 
and political theory, a psychology and a metaphysics, and which asked 
only that the government keep its hands off and leave it alone. It under¬ 
scored let live but forgot that in the jungle of the industrial culture let 
live without help live can be morally empty. 

Yet there are few civilizations in history in which freedom has flour¬ 
ished as it has in America. What explains it? 

There have been three principal explanations—the environmental, the 
political, the economic. The environmentalists say that the isolation of 
America, cut off by oceans for centuries from the wars and embroilments 
of Europe and Asia, kept it from standing armies and internal crises, 
and therefore free. They say also that the continuing availability of 
frontier land gave an outlet to energies that might otherwise have 
clashed in civil conflicts. The economic explanation holds that the core 
of American freedom is the free-enterprise economy, on the theory that 
free markets make fiec men, that political and social freedoms could 
not have been preserved without freedom of investment and the job. 
The political explanation stresses the separation of powers, the limited 
state, and the laissez-faire tradition. 

The environmental theories, with their core of truth, fail to note that 
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geography is only part of a larger social environment, that the span of 
distance America had from the European centers was less important 
than the spaciousness of American institutions and their distance from 
European feudalism. Similarly, the economic approach must be seen as 
part of the economic expansionism of American life. During one phase 
of American history laissez faire played an important and releasing role; 
but later experience showed that a mixed economy was a better base for 
freedom, since one of the great threats to it is economic breakdown. 

Finally there is the political argument from the separation of powers. 
But there are other forms of it more crucial than the traditional split¬ 
ting of the three political areas of power: the separation of economic 
from political power, the separation of church from state power, the 
separation of military from civilian power, and the separation of ma¬ 
jority passions from the power of the law. This seems the more produc¬ 
tive approach. 

American freedom has been largely interstitial, located in the crevices 
between necessary power systems. It is protected by the fact that the men 
who run the economy do not always run the country—and also the other 
way around. It is also protected by the fact that the men of religion, who 
shape and organize the supernatural beliefs of Americans, cannot use 
the power of the government to make their creed exclusive—and also 
the other way around, in the fact that the government cannot interfere 
with ftcedom of worship. Further, it is protected by the fact that those 
who can send men to death in war are themselves held to account by 
civilian authority—and again (the other way around) in the fact that the 
political leaders cannot make themselves military heroes and go ofr on 
adventures of glory. It is strengthened by the fact that there is an inde¬ 
pendent judiciary which need not, although it sometimes does, respond 
to temporary waves of popular hatred against particular groups—and 
(the other way around) by the tradition of judicial nonparticipation in 
the tensions of political life. 

Thus freedom may be seen partly as a function of the way power is dis¬ 
tributed, separated, and diffused in a society. Americans tend to think 
of the government as the prime enemy of freedom, and see the history 
of freedom in America as the story of a Manichaean struggle between 
the angels of (individualist) light and the hosts of (governmental) dark¬ 
ness. But governmental power is only one form of social power. Wher¬ 
ever power is concentrated, whether in a government bureaucracy, a 
corporate combine, a big trade-union, a military staff, a powerful opin¬ 
ion empire, or a church organization disciplined to action, those who 
care about freedom must find ways of isolating that powei, keeping it 
from combining with other power clusters, and holding it to account 
and responsibility. 
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But this effort to hold power accountable, which may sometimes in¬ 
volve attempts to break it up in its concentrated form, may itself en¬ 
danger freedom by rousing latent social hostilities. With its lusty ener¬ 
gies American life has always had a considerable violence potential 
which has flared into actual violence when a challenge has been offered 
to the continuance of some power structure. For concentrated power, 
whatever its form, is never so dangerous as when it feels itself in danger. 
A number of the movements chipping away at the civil-liberties tradi¬ 
tion have come from power groups that felt their status to be in 
jeopardy. This was true of the Federalists who passed the Alien and 
Sedition Acts; of the White Supremacy movement in the postwar South, 
using night riders to terrorize and disfranchise Negroes; of the Oriental 
Exclusion Acts, supported both by the landowners and the trade-union 
ists of the West Coast; of the vigilantist violence used against labor or¬ 
ganizers in communities where the police are tied in with the holders 
of economic power, and where even the churches sanction the fusion. 

The history of a people is, front one angle, the story of the seesawing 
acquisition and relinquishment of power by a number of competing 
and intermeshed groups. But to relinquish power is never pleasant. 
Sometimes it may lead to an almost paranoid fear of encirclement. 
Franklin Roosevelt expressed a double-edged truth when he listed 
"freedom from fear” as one of the Four Freedoms. It is a truth because 
freedom from fear, rightly understood, can assure all the other freedoms. 
It is double-edged because the effort to achieve freedom from fear of 
the threats and challenges of foreign powers, and of subversion within, 
involves a military posture for the entire nation which itself breeds 
further fears and therefore dangers to freedom. One of the great difficul¬ 
ties is to distinguish between the fears which have a basis in reality and 
those which are anxieties and hallucinations. 

Every great crisis in civil liberties contains a mixture of fears of both 
sorts. After World War I there was a wave of raids and deportations; 
it arose from the uneasy feeling that the Russian Revolution had caused 
a shift in the world balance of power and spawned a fanatic faith threat¬ 
ening American survival. After World War II there was another wave 
of assaults on civil liberties. It had a ntimber of interrelated phases: the 
Smith Act prosecution of Communist leaders, the security purges of gov¬ 
ernment officials, the Congressional investigations of "Reds” and "sub¬ 
versives" in government agencies and in colleges and universities, the 
sharp restrictions on foreign travel, the security surveillance of scien¬ 
tists, the scrutiny of the associates and even the families of men in the 
aimed services, the widespread use of wiretapping in the effort to get 
evidence on political suspects, the heaping up of dossiers which were 
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often filled with trivial and hearsay material, the setting up (under the 
McCarran Act of 1950) of emergency detention camps for political 
suspects, the grant of unprecedented power to put together an “At¬ 
torney Genetal’s list’’ of subversive organizations which in effect served 
as a measuring stick for loyalty, the deportation of aliens as political 
undesirables, the blacklisting of movie, radio, and TV performers, the 
use of anonymous evidence against "security” suspects who had no 
chance to confront their accusers, the dismissal of political unreliables 
from presumably sensitive posts in private industry, and group pres¬ 
sures within small communities against suspected books and individuals 
in a movement that came to be called “cultural vigilantism.” 

There was a stronger base for fear of external danger in this later 
period than after World War I, since the challenge of Kremlin ex¬ 
pansionism was real and the conspiratorial nature of Communism had 
been made amply clear. Most Americans learned enough about the 
techniques of Communist penetration, espionage, and propaganda to 
know the reality of the designs against them. Yet along with the recog¬ 
nition of real threats, there was also a mixture of neuiotic fears and 
fantasies. Inevitably the vast power struggle and arms race awakened 
popular passions, and the crisis was all the sharper because the old 
fears of a welfare state were merged with the new fears of Communist 
penetration, 

A “security syndrome" brought into active eruption many of the 
hatreds smoldering below the surface. The accusations against “sub¬ 
versives” sometimes had a factual base but were often a loose and en¬ 
veloping cover for racist, religious, xenophobian, political, and economic 
hostilities. Despite its prosperity, American life generated enough frus¬ 
trations to clamor for expression in the often unconsciously disguised 
catchwords of “loyalty,” “security,” and “Americanism.” A segment of 
the American population which had always been potentially strong 
now found a target for its sense of grievance and its malaise. Seymour 
Lipset’s concept of “status politics” came into use to express the ex¬ 
treme political positions taken by those who were fearful of the security 
of their status in American life, and a new "Radical Right” emerged to 
challenge the Left with an equal fervor and with an inverted form of 
some of the old Leftist dogmas. 

In a searching analysis of the history of American civil liberties John 
Roche has concluded that the idea of a Golden Age of freedom in the 
past and of a later expulsion from Eden is an illusory one, and that the 
record has actually been one of advance. To test this the two periods of 
postwar crises are worth comparing. The actual daggers from the out- 
side—from Communist world power and its conspiratorial organization 
—were greater in the later than in the earlier periods, and the Com- 
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munist organization within the United States was more substantial and 
tight-knit, although Communist strength within America could easily be 
overestimated. The turnover of membership within the party was high, 
the residue of indoctrination slight, and the anti Communist bitterness 
of former members considerable. In the early 1930s the Communists had 
made some headway among intellectuals, artists, and students, compa¬ 
rable to their hold on these groups in some continental countries, but by 
the 1950s this hold had vanished, and Communist leadership was re¬ 
duced to an intellectually ragged group without distinction or prestige. 
Moreover, the fear of internal unrest which had plagued the American 
mind in 1919, especially with respect to the labor movement, had all 
but vanished in the prosperity and stability of the 1950s. 

Yet there were three sharp differences between the periods that made 
the later one more dangerous. The first was that the methods used in 
the suppression of civil liberties were less blatant: the 1919 method was 
one of arrests, criminal trials, and deportations; the later methods in¬ 
cluded Congressional investigations, destructive publicity, purges, black¬ 
lists, and indirect pressures. Second, the resistance to them was more 
fragmented than it had been in the earlier period, partly because the 
fears were more complex and widespread, partly because there were 
greater divisions and disunity among liberals. These divisions in turn 
were the result of a thirty-year history of Communist treachery and 
ruthlessness within the United States as well as the shock of liberal dis¬ 
illusionment with the nature and methods of Kremlin power. Third, 
the popular unrest in the earlier period was considerable, fed by the 
fact that the new Communist creed coming out of Russia still seemed 
an idealistic one and made an appeal to a union movement still feel¬ 
ing its way and a group of intellectuals stirred by the great events of the 
time. This was not true in the later period. The fact that there was so 
little base in popular unrest for the structure of repressive measures was 
itself one of the dangerous facts about it, since it underscored its syn¬ 
thetic quality. 

The one new factor in the American situation, missing in the earlier 
period, was the fact of atomic weapons at a time when America and 
Russia were locked in a struggle for world potver. This was the major 
premise of the Great Fear, underlying each of the minor premises of the 
particular case involved. Many Americans, battered by a swift succession 
of bewildering events and by the repeated accusations against ‘‘disloyal’* 
government servants, came to feel a sullen, brooding sense of secret 
dangers lying in wait for them in an era of incalculable death. While 
only a few of the accusations were against scientists who could deliver 
atomic secrets to Russia, the cases of the Rosenbergs, Sobell, and Gross 
were enough to precipitate the fears, and every new accusation—no 
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matter how trivial, far-fetched, or baseless—took on a sinister meaning 
in the context of the possible betrayal of the new secrets. To add to this 
"torment of secrecy,” as Edward Shils aptly called it, the new situation 
gave many people a chance to express a delayed reaction of hostility to 
the New Deal and its works. The two trials of Alger Hiss, linked in the 
minds of most people with the "bright young men" of the New Deal, 
seemed a symbol of a generation of betrayal. 

In the minds of many, as Eric Goldman spelled it out in detail in a 
survey of the 1945-55 decade, this was the "Great Conspiracy.” It mat¬ 
tered not that the secrets which counted were secrets of Nature that 
could not be guarded, to which every community of scientists had ac¬ 
cess; nor did it matter that not a single one of the thousands of "security 
cases” in Washington involved any charge of sedition, or that the whole 
notorious Fort Monmouth investigation failed to uncover a spy or even 
a Communist. What counted was not the facts but the fears, not the 
actual dangers of the betrayal of secrets but the trumped-up dangers 
shouted through the microphones. It was the publicity-conscious poli¬ 
ticians who were most obsessed with secrecy. Shils noted that the British, 
less anxious about their security problem, had more concern for the 
privacy of the person, while the secrecy-conscious Americans reveled in 
a Roman holiday of publicity. 

This was the American mood in the inquisitional years of the early 
1950s that came to be called the era of "McCarthyism” after its principal 
symbol, and caused a good deal of apprehension abroad. One may over¬ 
emphasize what Justice Douglas called the "black curtain of fear”: there 
was much double-think by liberals who assumed that none of the ac¬ 
cusations could be true and that the accusers were always self-interested 
and hysterical. There was also considerable double think by ex-Com- 
munists and ex-fellow-travelers who (as Mary McCarthy put it) "carried 
with them into the democratic camp the emergency mentality of totali¬ 
tarianism,” viewing “the mass of ordinary people ... as so much plas¬ 
ticine to be molded into a harder form through constant indoctrination.” 

In time the American political and intellectual leaders, groping be¬ 
tween these destructive alternatives, found the way of sanity. Without 
flinching from the Medusa head of Communist reality, they refused to 
be panicked into surrendering hard-won American freedoms as their 
response. One of the striking developments was the emergence even¬ 
tually ol an articulate resistance, made up of men oi diverse political 
viewpoints—a liberal Senator like Lehman, a conservative Senator like 
Flanders, commentators like Edward R. Murrow and Elmer Davis, a 
newspaper editor like Janies Wethsler, a New England Republican law¬ 
yer like Joseph Welch -around whom a demoralized public consensus 
could re-form its ranks and regain a sense of perspective. The Army- 
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McCarthy hearings were the turning point in this process because they 
confronted the highly emotional symbol of anti Communism with the 
older and more deeply rooted symbol of national defense, and stripped 
away from McCarthy the outward show of nationalism to reveal under¬ 
neath an anarchic thrust toward power which would have wrecked 
the civil-liberties tradition. 

The judiciary played a role in this process. After a period of hesitation 
while the Federal courts agonized over finding some standard by which 
to delimit the area of permitted speech, the Supreme Court had to 
grapple openly with the problem in the Dennis case. Writing the de¬ 
cision on the Circuit Court level, Judge Learned Hand said the courts 
would have to decide "whether the gravity of the evil, discounted by 
its improbability, justifies such invasion of free speech as is necessaty 
to avoid the danger.” Despite the involved phrasing of this formula, 
what it said was clear enough: that the more serious the internal danger, 
the more justifiable is the governmental action to suppress freedom of 
speech. 

What it did, in effect, was to change the Holmesian formula of "clear 
and present danger” into "clear and probable danger.” Chief Justice 
Vinson adopted this approach in his opinion for the Court, but he spoke 
for only four of the justices in the fi-2 split. But in 1957 a reconstituted 
Court, headed by Chief Justice Wairen, narrowed the application of 
the Smith Act by holding that the "abstract doctrine” of believing in 
the violent overthrow of existing institutions was not enough to con¬ 
vict a man. The essential distinction, wrote Justice Harlan, was between 
belief and incitement to action. This still left a blurred margin be¬ 
tween the two, within which a judge and jury bent on sending political 
trouble-makers to jail could find ample means for their intent. There 
remained, moreover, the old question of how dangerous the incitement 
had to be to the Republic before it could eat away the First Amend¬ 
ment's protection of a man’s political beliefs. On this question of the 
immediacy of the danger and the time element involved. Justice Bran¬ 
ded’ formula in Whitney v . California still seemed the best approach, 
although the Supreme Court has never adopted it. The test that 
Brandcis used was whether there was still any time left to carry on the 
process of public education in couiftfcracting the error and evil of the 
propaganda that the government was seeking to suppress. This was a 
later version of Jefferson’s belief that a democracy need not fear "to 
tolerate error so long as reason is free to combat it." 

From this angle the hunt for dangerous thoughts made little sense in 
an 'America which continued both through war and postwar years in a 
Strong and stable condition. Such an America could afford to dispense 
with the trappings of loyalty oaths for teachers, the widespread use of 
professional informers, and the harrying of political opponents, however 
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misguided. It could afford the luxury of allowing freedom of expression 
even for those who would themselves deny freedom if they were in 
power, and even to a disciplined and subservient Communist party 
whose leaders were undoubtedly involved in a network of conspiratorial 
action. The crucial distinction between action and doctrine, including 
"conspiracy to teach” the doctrine, was one that Americans persisted 
in making, although it was beclouded by the tensions of the early 
1950s. When the McCarran Senate Subcommittee and the Justice Depart¬ 
ment sought to press a perjury indictment against a writer and scholar, 
in the Lattimore case, because he had helped shape a viewpoint toward 
Asian policy which was widely repudiated later. Judge Luther Young- 
dahl sharply reasserted in a memorable opinion an American's right to 
be wrong. 

Of the problems of legal and political theory with which Americans 
struggled in their civil-liberties crisis, one of the most perplexing con¬ 
cerned the problem of self-incrimination in testimony before Congres¬ 
sional investigating committees. The protection of the right to remain 
silent, which is part of the guarantee against self-incrimination in the 
Fifth Amendment, came out of a long history of struggle both in Eng¬ 
land and America. Interestingly enough this guarantee was first estab¬ 
lished in English law to protect persons accused of (and often guilty of) 
the religious and political crimes of heresy, schism, and sedition. Once 
the precedent had been set for them it was extended to common felons 
as well, in the area of criminal law. The religious and political cases, 
mainly involving Puritan dissenters in England and in America as well, 
were the trail blazers; the others followed. If Tudor and Stuart Eng¬ 
land had recognized freedom of religion, speech, assembly, and press, 
no explicit right against self-incrimination would have developed be¬ 
cause none would have been needed. 

Similarly, when the political climate in postwar America became 
harsh, whether for "heretics” or “conspirators," and when Congress and 
the courts narrowed the area of freedom of expression, they sought 
refuge in the Fifth Amendment ("stood on the Fifth"). It became clear 
that many Communists availed themselves of the constitutional protec¬ 
tion as a way of evading damaging disclosures, along with non-Com- 
munists who used it because they found it distasteful to name names. 
The temptation was strong to brush aside the irritating obstacle pre¬ 
sented by this guarantee, in the urgent drive to smash the Communist 
movement and its strength. The resort to the Fifth soon took on a pub¬ 
lic stigma, and while the government could do little except to pass 
"immunity statutes," private colleges and private jpdustry usually rid 
themselves of anyone who took this stand. Yet on the whole the saner 
course—that of clinging to the constitutional safeguard, even at the cost 
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of giving a tactical advantage to the enemies of democracy—was likely 
to prevail. 

A balance sheet of civil liberties in the mid-1950s would stand some¬ 
what as follows. Freedom of worship for all was established beyond any 
danger of being dislodged. The right of private parochial instruction was 
also established, but the doctrine of the separation of church and state 
was being challenged by the movement for religious instruction in the 
public schools. The area of freedom of speech was still in flux, and that 
of the freedom to stay silent was becoming clarified. The right of politi¬ 
cal association was shaky so far as the Communist party was concerned. 
The “right to knowledge and the free use thereof,” involving freedom of 
teaching and research as well as of press, movies, and publication, was 
threatened less by the government than by organised citizen boycotts 
which extended to bookstores, libraries, theaters, and movie houses giv¬ 
ing hospitality to a suspected writer or artist. The ban against wiretap¬ 
ping in Federal court cases still held firm. The rights of aliens in im¬ 
migration and deportation cases did not get much recognition from the 
courts, but the safeguards of administrative procedural fairness were 
being strengthened there as well as in the passport cases involving the 
right of a citizen to travel. The struggle for the right of franchise for 
Negroes received a setback because of Southern bitterness over the 
school integration cases, but it was bound to be won; the same applied 
to the right of equal opportunity in education, travel, housing, and 
other areas, where it was the Supreme Court rather than Congress which 
represented the great line of advance.* 

Despite many confusions on the question of freedom and security, 
there was a persistent belief that freedom is an unbroken web whose 
strands are interdependent, and that if it is arbitrarily broken at any 
point it becomes more breakable at all the others. Benjamin Franklin 
summed it up with his usual pungency: “those who would give up es¬ 
sential liberty to purchase a little temporary safety, deserve neither 
liberty nor safety." The real aim of the hunters of dangerous thoughts 
was less to protect national safety than to secure general conformity. 
In pursuit of that aim they were willing to endanger public freedom 
and veto the individual life. But thtf stakes of the civil-liberties crisis did 
not end in minority rights. Even more important was the process of gen¬ 
uine majority rule. The basis of the whole theory of the democratic will 
is that the people will have alternative courses of action between which 
they can make a choice. This is what Holmes meant in his famous dis¬ 
sent in the Abrams case in 1919 when he spoke of “the power of the 

* For a further discussion of the struggle for Negro rights, see Ch. VII, Sec. 6, "The 
Negro in America." 
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thought to get itself accepted in the competition of the market.” Un¬ 
less alternative policies can be freely presented, the majority will becomes 
truncated and ultimately meaningless. Again we return to the Brandeis 
conception of democracy as a prolonged conversation among the peo¬ 
ple in which various groups seek to carry on a process of competitive 
education and persuasion. 

There was one element in the American civil-liberties situation in the 
1950s, that of its world impact, which had not applied to the same degree 
earlier. America was engaged in a competitive struggle for survival, 
waged against a totalitarian movement of world scope which could 
exploit every instance of American hypocrisy about democratic free¬ 
doms. A glaring instance of suppression of freedom, a case of lynching, 
or a ‘'legal” jury murder of a Negro in a Southern state which the Fed¬ 
eral government felt powerless to punish, was immediately telegraphed 
around the world and used to undermine American prestige. The most 
powerful weapon that America had in the struggle of ideas was the 
image of a free society. Whenever the enemies of civil liberties inside 
America tarnished that image they weakened American power and 
safety far more than could the shabby and pathetic cadres of Com¬ 
munist propaganda inside the nation. 

The great force that has thus far broken the shock of the periodic 
assaults on freedom from within American life has been the civil- 
liberties tradition—the historical commitment of Americans to the 
public protection of the freedom of the individual person. Its roots go 
deep into the history of American thought and attitudes. 

We may start with the Puritan (and generally Protestant) emphasis 
on the importance of the individual conscience. Beyond that there was 
the teaching, from the religious tradition, of the intensity of sacrifice 
for individual conscience and for the ideal of justice and equality. 
Broadening out still further, there was the emphasis on the individual 
personality and its sanctity, resting on the tradition of natural rights, 
the religious belief that each person has a soul, and the premise of 
potential individual creativeness. Add to this the property complex 
which has put a premium on the value of individual effort and its re¬ 
lation to reward, and the success complex which has linked freedom 
with the sense of competitive worth and the impulse for self-improve¬ 
ment. 

Round it off with the two basic American attitudes toward freedom 
as an ingredient in the social process. One is the pragmatic attitude ex¬ 
pressed in Holmes's phrase about the competition ofjdeas, which is a 
more astringent way of putting Milton's ”, . . who ever knew Truth 
put to the worse, in a free and open encounter?” It says in effect that 
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the idea which survives may not be necessarily the truth, but what better 
way does a society have for choosing the ideas it will live by? The sec¬ 
ond is the belief that the individual personality is more productive if 
it functions in freedom than if it must obey someone else’s authoritarian 
behest. Put all these together, and in the convergence of intellectual, 
emotional, and institutional factors you get the strength of the Ameri¬ 
can freedom constellation. 

It is not the possession of any single group in American life, nor tan 
it be left to the sole guardianship of any group—not even of the 
Supreme Court. The labor groups care about freedom of collective 
bargaining and freedom from strike-breaking violence, yet they may 
themselves be scornful of the civil rights of Negro workers whom some 
unions still exclude. The business managers are concerned about their 
freedom from government controls, yet American history is filled with 
the denials of freedom by employers to workers who sought to organize. 
Liberals claim the civil-liberties tradition as their own, yet some of the 
staunchest defenders of civil liberties have been conservatives, from 
John Adams through men like Charles E. Hughes and Henry L. Stimson. 
Some who have called themselves conservatives have forgotten that the 
civil-liberties tradition is the most precious heritage to conserve; some 
who have called themselves “liberals” have been known to run from 
the defense of freedom as soon as the firing became hot; while, in a dif 
ferent grain ot “liberalism,” there have been some so bemused by the 
"world revolution” of Communism that they did not face with realism 
the nature of the Communist threat to freedom. 

In all the instances of faltering, the weakness that breaches the de¬ 
fense of the civil-liberties tradition is the lack of genuine commitment 
to freedom. This is sometimes the result of a poverty of moral genei- 
osity, sometimes the failure of imaginative insight into the plight'of 
others and its meaning for the civilization as a whole. In the end it re 
duces itself to a contempt for the sovereignty of another’s personality. 
Freedom is an inherent part of the development of personality. Wher¬ 
ever freedom is diminished for anyone, the personality—however noble 
or ignoble, intelligent or doltish—is thereby diminished. The diminu 
tion allecis not only the personality deprived of freedom but others as 
well. For freedom is indivisible. What is disturbing to the student of 
contemporary America is not only the number of intiingeinents of 
freedom but the fact that so few Americans who w'ere not themselves 
targets rallied early or spontaneously to the support of the victims. 
Equally disturbing is the fact that many of the continuing threats to 
freedom come not from government action but from private boycotts. 

For a clue we must go back again to the nature of freedom as the 
American conceives it. He sees it as the right of an individual against 
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hostile forces outside—usually the government. But the individual is 
helpless to defend himself against the attacks on him, especially in an 
age of publicity when accusations made before a Congressional commit¬ 
tee or by a speech on the floor of Congress or a resolution of a veterans' 
group gain wide circulation. He can be secure only if the group—com¬ 
mitted by the social duty of defending his rights even as against itself 
—protects him against assaults until he is proved guilty of overt action 
or covert conspiracy involving sedition or treason. The test, of course, 
must be the law itself, operating through judicial procedures and not 
through some extrajudicial procedures or emergency measure. 

Some of the critics of America abroad have cited these recent in¬ 
vasions of civil liberties as proof that the whole American concern for 
freedom is hypocritical. The charges do not sit well with cultures where 
the power of party and state spells the moral annihilation of the indi¬ 
vidual, and where the total fusion of diverse powers crushes the liberties 
of the person. Many Americans have not understood, however, that 
the reality of the totalitarian threat furnishes no adequate reason for 
betraying the whole career of freedom in America. The measures which 
seem to be dictated by the urgency of danger are in fact as badly cal¬ 
culated to meet the real threats to security within the nation as they 
are to advance the democratic cause in the rivalry for world position 
outside. The conditions of living in a contemporary industrial society 
are likely to produce, as Erich Fromm has pointed out, a fear of free¬ 
dom and an impulse to escape from its burdens. But they are the bur¬ 
dens of self-government and of moral decision, and they cannot be 
escaped. Those who sell Americans short on the capacity to survive as a 
free people ignore the perilous but great career of American freedom 
that disproves their calculation.* 

• For a discussion of related phases of the problem of freedom, see Ch. IV, Sec. a, 
"Science in an Open Society"; Ch. VII, Sec. 5 , "The Minority Situation,” and Sec. 6 , 
"The Negro in America"; Ch. IX, Sec. 4 , "Varieties of American Character"; Ch. X, 
Sec a, “American Thought: the Angle of Vision”; Ch. XII, Sec. 4 , “Landscape with 
Soldiers." 
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THIS CHAPTER examines the most bitterly attacked and ardently defended 
sector of American life—its economy, including both its business system and its 
labor unions, its -wealth and poverty, its grandeurs and miseries, its theory and 
practice. The first approach is to catch an over-all view of the economy as a 
going concern, confronting its principal strengths and weaknesses (Sec. i, 
",American Capitalism: Trial Balance”). We then look more closely at three of 
its aspects: what has happened to the businessman as entrepreneur and folk 
hero (Sec. 2 , "The Rise and Decline of the Titan”); how the corporation has 
emerged as the type-form of American business enterprise, replacing the indi¬ 
vidual and family firm, and revolutionizing American business (Sec. 3 , ‘‘The 
Corporate Empires"); and what the revolution has done to the old concepts of 
property (Sec. 4 , ‘‘The Property Revolution"). Following the new forms of 
business enterprise into some of their ramifications, in advertising, salesmanship, 
the stock market, "public relations" (Sec. 5 , "Business and Its Satellites”), we 
try to appraise what the business spirit has done to the noneconomic phases of 
American life (Sec. 6 , "The Reach of the Business Spirit"). 

We then look at the other side of the shield—the role of labor and the trade- 
unions in the American economy and in the broader aspects of living, assessing 
the extent of labor power, the strategies it has adopted for its self-defense and 
preservation and for getting what it regards as its rightful share at the banquet 
of American life (Sec. y, "Revolution in the Trade-Union”); we try to draw a 
portrait of the new trade-union leader and of the varied activities that the 
trade-union has assumed after its long history; and we note the characteristic 
way in which American labor operates in American political life and in the 
larger culture (Sec. 8 , "Labor and American Society"). 

Finally, after examining how Americans live both at the top and at the bot¬ 
tom of the pyramid of income and wealth (Sec. 9 , "Poverty and Wealth”), we 
draw a profile of the changes in the pattern of economic and governmental 
relations in America, which defies easy labeling as either "capitalism" or "Social¬ 
ism" but is a unique amalgam of both (Sec. to, "The Emerging Amalgam”). 
This gives us a chance again to take an over-all view and strike a final balance 
of the newer trends of the economy. 



CHAPTER V 


Capitalist Economy and 
Business Civilization 


i. American Capitalism: Trial Balance 

G IVEN this culture of science and the machine, how about the sys¬ 
tem of American capitalism which organizes it? The appraisal of 
American capitalism as a going concern must be made largely in terms 
of a balance sheet. Whoever embraces its achievements should not flinch 
from acknowledging its costs; whoever condemns the costs should be 
candid enough to recognize the achievement. 

The record of achievement is clear enough: a continuously rising 
curve of man-hour productivity; a high rate of capital formation; stead¬ 
ily rising profits which have made a corpse of the Marxist predictions 
about profits under capitalism; employment levels which in the mid- 
1950s were at their top peacetime pitch; a wilderness of available com¬ 
modities and a strong “propensity to consume," reflecting the spread 
of high and increasing living standards even among middle- and low- 
income levels; a steadily increasing growth in real wages; a continuing 
secular increase in the national product; a production record which has 
provided the military production for two world wars and the current 
"readiness economy" for defense, while increasing the products avail¬ 
able for civilian consumption; a capacity to take in its stride an ever- 
heavier tax structure without destroying freedom of economic move¬ 
ment and decision within the economy; a continuing sense of economic 
dynamism, and finally an economy with the capacity for changing its 
forms under pressure so that it could in the mid-1950s lay claim to be¬ 
ing a “people's capitalism” even while being to a high degree a corpor¬ 
ate and monopoly capitalism. 

The debit side is also clear: a haste for profits which has used up too 
rapidly the land^and resources of the continent and built unplanned 
cities; an economy which made heavy productive gains (especially in 
World War II) through the expansion of war industries and seems still 
to be buttressed by a government budget for arms which runs to 15 or 
20 per cent of the Gross National Product; one which has lived like a 
fever-chart patient by constantly taking its pulse and has not been able 
to control firmly the periodic swings of prosperity and depression; one 
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in which the Big Enterprise corporations create private empires chal¬ 
lenging the state itself; one in which the chances for a competitive start 
in the race for the Big Money are less open to small businessmen and 
depend more upon upward movement in a corporate bureaucracy; an 
economy in which, despite its production levels, much remains to be 
done in distributing the final product more fairly. 

The observer is tempted to say (with Hamlet): "Look at this picture, 
and here at this one.” 

The defense of American capitalism runs largely in broad abstrac¬ 
tions like "the American system” or "the free-enterprise economy," or 
in epithets like "serfdom” or "totalitarian” applied to noncapitalist 
systems. Underlying these catchwords are some basic arguments. One 
is the argument from incentive: that men’s brains and energy work 
best when they have no hampering restrictions, and when they see an 
immediacy of relation between effort and reward. The second is the 
argument from a free market: that an economy runs best as the result 
of millions of individual decisions made through the operations of a 
free production, wage and price system; that when it goes off kilter, it 
can generally set itself right again by individual adjustments within a 
frame of government spurs and checks; and that even government regu¬ 
lation is best accomplished by the indirect methods of inducements and 
pressures on the free market, rather than the direct method of planning 
and control. The third is the argument from managerial efficiency: that 
the corporate managerial group is recruited from the men with the best 
skills, who deal with the problems of industrial production more flexi¬ 
bly than a governmental bureaucracy could. 

The arguments, though vulnerable, are basically valid. True, the free 
market no longer exists in anything like its historic form, and Big En¬ 
terprise and the giant corporation, with prices largely reached by ad¬ 
ministrative decision, have in part taken its place. Yet the economy 
has developed its own distinctive forms of freedom, and the decisions 
reached in it are still freer than in a cartelized or largely government- 
directed economy. The system of profit and property incentives has been 
transformed in the giant corporation; yet new incentives have emerged 
that keep the corporate managers alert and drive the productive system 
on. The argument from corporate efficiency has much in its favor, pro¬ 
vided we do not forget that a corporate bureaucracy has a strong inner 
impulse toward conformism of spirit and, like government bureaucra¬ 
cies, runs the danger of stagnation. 

Some corollaries of these doctrines that emerge in the capitalist apolo¬ 
gia are more open to question; the argument that the big corporations 
and their managers administer their power as a trust for the people as 
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a whole; and the argument that there is a harmony of interests which 
ties labor and the farmers to business prosperity and therefore business 
decisions. While most Americans are too realistic to accept the view 
that Big Property is being held in trust for them, they do not resent 
the power of the possessing groups because they hope themselves some¬ 
day to be secure enough to “take it easy." As for the harmony of inter¬ 
ests, they may have some skepticism about it, yet they have never been 
caught by the European idea that class cleavages must deepen until the 
whole system breaks. 

The real problems of capitalism, however, are not the doctrinal strug¬ 
gles but the operational strains—the periodic breakdowns, the sense of 
insecurity, the shadow of monopoly, the dependence upon war expendi¬ 
tures, the question of distributive justice. The American economy, be¬ 
cause of its power and prosperity, has become the last, best hope of 
free economies in the world. But by the same token the issues of its 
capacity for survival, its social costs, and its impact on the human spirit 
have called in question the nature and survival value of the system of 
capitalism itself. 

What are the elements of American capitalism as a going concern, 
distinguishing it from other going systems? It is customary to say that 
capitalism is organized as a “private-enterprise system,” for private (in¬ 
dividual or corporate) profit, with the resulting rewards protected by 
the state as private property. This is valid enough, except for the fact 
that far-reaching changes have taken place in the structure and func¬ 
tioning of American capitalism. The profit incentive, for example, does 
not operate in corporate management as it used to operate in individual 
enterprise, since ownership and management have split apart: it still 
holds, however, if it is rephrased as the drive within the manager to 
make the best possible profit record for the corporation. The idea of 
private property has also suffered a change, since industrial ownership 
is now widely scattered in the form of stock ownership, some of the 
stocks being owned by trust funds, investment trusts, other corporations, 
life insurance companies, and even trade-unions. The earlier picture 
of capitalism as a competitive system has also had to be changed. To 
some extent competition has been inhibited by price agreements and 
“oligopoly"—the control of an industry by a handful of big corporations 
competing only partly in price and mainly in packaging, advertising, 
and brand names, as in meat packing, automobiles, or cigarettes. Yet the 
impressive fact about the American economy is the extent to which, it 
has effectively resisted the monopoly tendencies. The concept of big¬ 
ness is not the same as the concept of monopoly, and something that 
can fairly be called competition is still a power regulator of the economy. 
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The core of capitalism then is still present. It is in essence concerned 
with decision-making within a profit-competitive framework. Under 
communism the decisions are made by a small group of political func¬ 
tionaries assigned to strategic industrial posts. Under democratic so¬ 
cialism they are made by technicians operating largely within govern¬ 
ment corporations, responsible ultimately to the people. Under American 
capitalism the decisions on production, pricing, advertising, and sales 
policies are private decisions—that is to say, they are made by individual 
businessmen or heads of small corporations, whether they be producers, 
middlemen, or retailers, and in the case of big corporations they are 
made by the managers to whom the power of decision is delegated by 
the stockholders; the decisions on wages and labor policy are generally 
made through collective bargaining by the managers and trade-union 
leaders. Obviously there are restrictions placed on these decisions by 
price and wage legislation, sometimes by priorities and the allocation 
of scarce materials in a defense economy. But within these limits the 
decisions are linked with ownership and management, and they are 
made always with a view to profit and in competition with other enter¬ 
prises. At the other end of the capitalist process there are millions of 
decisions made by the consumer: production and investment policies 
are guided not by governmental decisions or by what might be consid¬ 
ered socially necessary production but in the light of consumers’ deci¬ 
sions about how they will spend their money and for what. 

Thus at one end American capitalism is guided by decisions made 
by businessmen, managers, and trade-union leaders, at the other end 
by consumer decisions. This decision-making operates within a frame 
in which there are strong surviving elements of private property, pri¬ 
vate and corporate profits, and competition. 

In assessing American capitalism as a going concern, one important 
test is the test of productivity. Here American capitalism shows the 
most impressive facet of its record. Socialists might argue that, given 
the resources of America and the accidents of its history, some other 
system of organization, ownership, and power could have attained the 
same productivity with a better distribution of the products. This is 
one of those iffy questions that will never be resolved. On the other 
hand it is hard to sustain the claim that the creative force in the Ameri¬ 
can record of increased productivity is the capitalist entrepreneur and 
manager, and he alone. Science, technology, the legal and governmental 
framework, and the skill of the worker—all belong in the larger pattern 
along with the supplier of risk capital and the business organizer. Yet 
the American record of an increase of productivity running between 
2 per cent and 3 per cent a year must be counted one of the over-all 
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achievements of capitalism. Nor has this production record been only 
a matter of technology and resources. The drive toward productivity 
has also been due to the elements within the social structure which have 
invested the whole productive process with the ilan of freedom. This 
is as true today as it was a century ago, as John Sawyer has shown, bas¬ 
ing himself on the accounts of European travelers in America in the 
1840s and 1850s. 

All this brings us to the question of incentive, which is more trou¬ 
blesome. Those who contend that profit alone has furnished the ef¬ 
fective incentive for industrial production must plead guilty to a lower 
view of human motive than applies even in an imperfect world. The 
fact is that the managerial function in the big corporation has been 
performed through incentives quite different from those of ownership 
profits or dividends, and more closely related to competitive perform¬ 
ance and pride in a job well done. Through a complex mingling of 
profit, salary, bonus, and craftsmanship incentives, capitalism as a go¬ 
ing concern has enlisted considerable talents in the processes of produc¬ 
tion and selling; and it has plowed back into increased production a 
steady portion (recently around 7 per cent) of the national product, 
keeping the process of capital formation an active and growing one. 

It is on the test of stability that American capitalism is most vulner¬ 
able. American economic thought is crisscrossed by conflicts of opinion 
about the underlying causes of the periodic swings and breakdowns of 
the system, resulting in cycles of prosperity and recession, boom and 
depression. There are still die-hard critics of the system who believe 
that boom and bust are inherent in the system and will never yield to 
anything short of full-scale socialism. There are also True Believers of 
another stripe who feel, as their forerunners felt in the boom days of 
the 1920s, that Americans have somehow found the golden key to per¬ 
petual prosperity. 

Aside from these two groups there is fairly general agreement, how¬ 
ever, that, while the swings in the "business cycle” may not yet have 
been mastered, American business, labor, and government leaders have 
learned to detect the danger signals and put in motion some preventive 
measures, and have learned also—once the cycle is on its way—how to 
cut the length and severity of the downward swing and cushion its im¬ 
pact. In the mid-1950s there was an-upsurge of conviction that the 
cycle had to a large extent been mastered and need never again operate 
drastically. The bitter experience after 1929 taught the nation’s leaders 
how to use "counter-cyclical" measures in the form of tax and fiscal 
policies, rediscounting rates, Federal expenditures for defense and pub¬ 
lic works, state and Federal progiams for building roads, schoolhouses, 
and hospitals. The President’s Council of Economic Advisers, working 
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with a committee of Congress, is now accepted under Republican as 
well as Democratic administrations. Its reports, carefully studied in 
business, labor, and government circles, are in effect an embryonic 
form of corrective and preventive planning. The government’s massive 
role in a war-geared "readiness economy” has also given it a leverage in 
guiding, checking, and stimulating business activity and as such it is a 
foirn of indirect pk nning. 

America has thus characteristically used an indirect approach to the 
control of the swings of business activity, aiming at stability without 
embracing a direct program of planning and without transferring the 
crucial decisions from the corporate managers and the consumers to 
government managers. The specter of Depression is, of course, always 
present. At the close of World War II there were widespread prophecies 
of economic catastrophe, yet the real danger proved to be not mass un¬ 
employment but inflation, not a paralysis of production but a boom 
induced by high demand and sustained by the armament race. This 
mood has lasted into the mid-1950s. Obviously there is a serious prob¬ 
lem in the steady inflationary movement of American prices, year after 
year, largely due to the pressure of rising consumer demand, with its 
tragic effect in wiping out much of the substance and meaning of 
savings. Yet, while Americans are still far from solving the basic prob¬ 
lem of boom and bust, they have at least a heightened awareness of 
what is involved and arc willing to take decisive action. There are few 
economists who would accept the European notion, seemingly as wide¬ 
spread among scholars as among the people, that American capitalism 
will once again in the calculable future be as helpless as it was in the 
years following 1929. 

On the test of security and insecurity American capitalism has made 
steady if reluctant progress. So far from interfering w'ith prosperity, it 
is now accepted that effective, well-administered insurance programs 
make the economy more stable as well as adding to personal security. 
Every person must confront the tragic elements in life, but the pathetic 
elements can be whittled down by common action. To the degree that 
America has become a welfare state it is not because of effeminacy or 
the importation of ‘‘foreign’’ ideas, but of practical grappling with 
a deeply felt need to make the individual fate more secure. 

Judged by another test—that of income spread and distribution —the 
going economy has in the past evoked strong self-criticism from Ameri¬ 
can writers, if not from the economists. Especially in the decade before 
World War I, and in the 1920s and 19305, they unsparingly subjected 
the economy to the test of equity. The extremes of wealth and poverty, 
the discrepancies between the Babylonian living at the top of the.pyra¬ 
mid and the scrimping and degradation at its base, became staples of 
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the American self-portrait. There was a time when the prospects of the 
future for many Americans seemed precarious. Any European or Asian 
who thinks that Americans need to be prodded about this should read 
the almost unparalleled record in which sensitive Americans have made 
their own indictment of their own vaunted system. But the note of self- 
criticism has recently grown fainter because of the overwhelming evi¬ 
dence of American living standards. These have improved all through 
the class system as productivity has increased and the trade-unions have 
been able to claim a share of it for their members. The problem of 
poverty in America is now circumscribed within the lower fourth of 
the population. 

One could argue, of course, that the depressed groups in backward 
areas in other countries are far worse off than this lower fourth in 
America. This would be sound if American living standards were 
judged by productivity in other areas of the world, but they must be 
judged by American productivity. In every economy, as Sumner put it, 
“there are dinners without appetites at one end of the table, and ap¬ 
petites without dinners at the other.” The American economy as a pro¬ 
duction miracle has evoked life claims in America not roused in the 
underdeveloped economies: what would be a full meal elsewhere is a 
skimpy one at the table of the American business system. 

The final test of a going economy is the creativcncss it evokes and 
makes possible. Few systems in history have attracted so much talent 
and put it to use, and in no other economy have men's business abilities 
been so continuously tapped. The problem is not whether the economy 
gives scope to creativeness, but what kind of creativeness it gives scope 
to. The question asked is always whether a new idea or a new insight 
is ‘‘practical”—that is, whether it can be translated into dollar-and- 
cents terms. The creativeness that is not vendible is likely to be ignored 
and to wither. Yet within this pecuniary framework there has been 
broader scope for the creation of use values and life values than the 
critics of the money calculus have been ready to admit. 

This then would be a rough trial balance of American capitalism 
as a going concern: that it has done brilliantly in productivity and na¬ 
tional product; that it has done less well with the swings of the business 
cycle and with boom and bust, but that substantial steps have been 
taken to meet this; that its greatest weakness on this score lies in the 
dependence of the recent prosperity on the war-geared economy;! that 
its growth in the areas of concentrated economic power has been at 

* For a fuller development of this theme, see Sec. 9 , “Poverty and Wealth.” 

+ The relation of American capitalism to war expenditures is too complex to be 
dealt with in this summary. For a further discussion, see Sec. to, “The Emerging 
Amalgam." 
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the expense of small business; that in its income distribution it is a 
good deal better than its opponents would admit but not nearly as 
good as its apologists claim, good enough to retain the faith of those 
who are fulfilled by it but not good enough to exact the loyalty of those 
who feel left out; that it allows for creativeness but within a limited 
sense of that word; that as a whole it is an economy which has wrested 
from the world its envy along with a grudging respect, but not its imita¬ 
tion. 


2 . The Rise and Decline of the Titan 

“The Tycoon is dead” was the way Fortune, the best spokesman for 
the American business mind, phrased the basic change that has come 
over the structure of American business. In what sense was this true? 

Every civilization has its characteristic flowering in some civilization 
type, the persona of the social mask on which the ordinary man in the 
civilization models himself. In the Athenian civilization the persona 
was the leisure-class citizen with a turn for art and philosophy; with 
the Jews it was the lawgiver-prophet, in the Roman Empire the soldier- 
administrator, in the Middle Ages the cleric dreaming of sainthood, in 
the Chinese civilization the mandarin-scholar, in the Indian the ascetic, 
in the Italian Renaissance the patron-condottiere, at the height of 
French power the courtier, at the height of British power the merchant- 
adventurer and empire builder; in German and Japanese history it was 
the elite soldier of the Junker and samurai classes, with the Communists 
today it is the worker-commissar. 

The persona of the American civilization has been the businessman— 
the "Titan,” as Dreiser called him; the "Tycoon,” as Fortune called 
him. Where other civilization types have pursued wisdom, beauty, 
sanctity, military glory, predacity, asceticism, the businessman pursues 
the magnitudes of profit with a similar single-minded drive. When con¬ 
fronted in business by appeals to nonpecuniary values, his comment is 
likely to be that he is not in busii.:$s for his health. "The business of 
America,” as Calvin Coolidge put it, "is business.” The survivors in the 
fierce competitive struggle were those who, most clearly embodied the 
businessman’s single-mindedness of purpose. They were men like "Jupi¬ 
ter” Morgan, Vanderbilt, Jay Gould, Daniel Drew, John D. Rocke¬ 
feller, Jay Cooke, "Bet-a-Million" Gates, Andrew Carnegie, Charles T. 
Yerkes, Solomon Guggenheim, Henry Ford, Irdn£e Du Pont. Some have 
been honest according to the standards of business honesty, some have 
not hesitated to use force, guile, and bribery. All have been unsenti- 
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mental and hard in business, even when they have been pious in the 
church, devoted in the home, and softhearted in friendship. 

The business spirit was not indigenous to America. It grew out of the 
history of European capitalism, and by the time of the American Revo¬ 
lution it had already found expression in Italy, England, and Holland. 
During the first half century of American national life the American 
business spirit lagged behind the European. While there were land 
speculators, a shipbuilding and commercial group, an incipient factory 
system, and (as John Taylor used to put it) an “aristocracy of paper and 
credit,” the type-figure of America well into the Jacksonian era was 
the farmer-turned-artisan or the artisan-turned-farmer. 

De Tocqueville gave only the briefest mention to the new “aristocracy 
of manufactures" in America, although his few pages are perceptive. He 
noted that "the number of large fortunes there is small, and capital is 
still scarce,” and called America “a nation which contains, so to speak, 
no rich men”~compared, that is, with the great fortunes and landed 
families of Europe. Yet even in this early stage De Tocqueville saw 
that "the Americans carry their businesslike qualities and their trading 
passions” into all their pursuits, including farming. In other words, he 
saw the beginnings of that business civilisation which has almost ob¬ 
scured every other aspect of American life. When he wrote, there was as 
yet no consciousness of American businessmen as a class. Yet he saw 
that the best talents were being attracted to business pursuits, and that 
the gap between employer and workers was widening. 

When Charles Dickens made his second journey through America 
several decades later he found a hard materialist spirit everywhere. The 
events of the next quarter century burst the bounds of confinement 
which De Tocqueville had seen around the business spirit. The spread 
of a railway network in the 1850s, the triumph of Northern capitalism 
over the Southern plantation system in the 1860s, the rise of investment 
banking and the process of rapid capital formation in the 1870s, the 
trust movement of the 1880s, the harvests of money and power reaped 
from the Big Technology throughout this period: all these combined to 
make of America a Paradise for the new business fortunes and a stamp¬ 
ing ground for the business spirit. 

The result was the emergence of the Big Money and the Big Business¬ 
man. In a single decade between the_,election of McKinley and the 
Panic of 1907—the decade of the great "consolidations”—there were 
Harriman and Hill building railroad fortunes as well as railroads, with 
Harriman dreaming of a world railroad empire, like some daring 
Sidonia such as Disraeli had imagined; out of the steel industry were 
forged the fortunes of Gary, Schwab, Gates, Carnegie, Morgan; oil 
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spouted forth a whole tribe of Rockefellers; farm machinery flattered 
away like the roaring of a McCormick; street railways, with their clink¬ 
ing nickels, built the fortunes of Widener, Whitney, Ryan, Yerkes. The 
armies of finance wheeled and maneuvered, attacked and retreated. 

There was a time when the Titan was treated with unctuous servility. 
In the 1870s James Parton, a sort of American Samuel Smiles, had 
edited a volume of Sketches of Men of Progress, and the chapter by 
the Reverend Mr. McClintock on Daniel Drew had spoken of his 
"affording an example of industry, energy, and business talents of the 
highest order, combined with a sense of personal honor and unim¬ 
peachable integrity. . . . May he be long spared to enjoy the fruits of 
his industry, and to share in advancing the kingdom of Christ on earth, 
not merely by his Christian use of the large wealth of which God has 
made him steward, but also ... by his living example of peaceful but 
active piety." Alas, Charles Francis Adams and Henry Adams, in their 
Chapters of Erie, gave a different picture of Drew, as well as of Gould 
and Vanderbilt, as men who cheated and tricked one another, acquired 
railroads and wrecked them, built paper structures of securities and 
unloaded them on a gullible public. By the turn of the century, after 
the work of the muckrakers, the mood of the press and the reading pub¬ 
lic became more realistic. By the time of the first World War the Titan 
had caught the imagination of the novelists as well as the populace, and 
for the press and magazines he became a legendary figure in a manner 
different from the sugar-loaf legends of the early admirers. 

Americans needed no fire-breathing imperialist swaggerers to express 
their sense of national importance. The Titan *was all the symbol they 
needed. Wherever he went there was a planetary turmoil and a sense 
of construction, and the big money poured around him. Even when 
the muckrakers excoriated him for corrupting legislatures, buying up 
city governments, and betraying the original democratic premise, they 
left little doubt that their target was indeed a Titan. The magazine 
readers glimpsed the outlines of the heroic in the subjects of the bio¬ 
graphical exposes and felt more envy than indignation. 

Some of this may be found in the novelists as well. Mark Twain, 
himself a businessman and absorbed in money-making schemes, wrote 
a blistering indictment in The Gilded Age of the methods by which the 
big fortunes were built up. William Dean Howells was torn between 
an admiration for honest businessmen like Silas Lapham and the anger 
against the men of “the Accumulation” which he set down in A Traveler 
from Altruria. Henry James recoiled from trade yet, like Scott Fitz¬ 
gerald after him, he was obsessed with money and its aura, in the 
James tradition the Edith Wharton novels come to life* in The House 
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of Mirth and The Custom of the Country, when she deals with her 
money-driven women, her female counterparts of single-minded business¬ 
men. The muckrakers themselves, as they dug around in the archives of 
business methods and corporate finance, were moved by a complex odi 
et amo feeling about their subjects. Even the novelists who attacked the 
Titan most drastically, like Frank Norris and Theodore Dreiser, were 
(as Kenneth Lynn has pointed out in the Dream of Su(cess) covertly 
admirers of his greatness and sharers of his values. 

Dreiser’s portrait of Frank Algernon Cowperwood—which he took 
from Charles Tyson Yerkes, the Philadelphia and Chicago traction 
king—shows most clearly the combined fascination-and-recoil which, 
until the Great Depression, most Americans felt for the power and the 
ruthless drive of the business Titans. Dreiser did his studies of Cow¬ 
perwood-Yerkes while he was brooding over the Darwinian doctrine 
that the survivors must be the fittest, and over the beyond-good-and- 
evil and will-to-power ideas of Nietzsche. The term he used for Cowper¬ 
wood—"the Titan”—was a Lucretian image, implying that these men who 
operated far above the groundlings and held themselves superior to 
human law were not so much immoral as amoral. He wrote about 
Cowperwood with the sympathy of an Indiana boy out of the Mid¬ 
western climate of striving and dreaming from which so many of the 
business Titans came. Plebeian that he was, he was himself half in love 
with the symbol of the plebeian-turned-plutocrat that he portrayed. He 
shows Cowperwood growing up in Philadelphia like a boy with his 
nose pressed against a shopwindow, looking in at the wealth that spells 
power and is crowned by the need of beauty. The class lines in such a 
society had to be sharp, yet not too sharp; resistant enough to apply 
the spur to the hungering youthful will, yet mobile enough so that one 
could master them. The process of mastery involved for Cowperwood 
a term in a Philadelphia jail, the betrayal of his friends, the corruption 
of city councils and legislatures, the destruction of those closest to him 
Yet he lived out his willed dream, and as he did so his prowess and 
predacity hardened. He piled up wealth and power, crushed the men 
who stood in his way, combined with those he could not crush; he won 
a mastery over women as well—especially their women—the daughters 
of those who had been the symbols of his dream of success and the ob¬ 
stacles in his path. In the end he failed and got religion (in the third 
volume of the trilogy, The Stoic), but "this was an afterthought of the 
later Dreiser. 

As Dreiser and many others saw him, the Titan was half conqueror, 
half child. He had a daring vision and made reckless use of his resources 
to gain his ends; he had a quick sense for estimating and using people 
and an ability to see his lucky chance and grasp it. Yet with all this. 
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there was a restless search for novelty, as with a child; a love of big 
things because they are big, almost as if his great projects hat? become 
only toys. There was in him a joy in the creation of means but an 
obtuseness about ends. Most of all, there was a quality of tenacious 
single-mindedness of purpose which was preindustrial in the American 
character, and the symbolic theme of Captain Ahab's unrelenting 
pursuit of the whale of Moby Dick. 

There is one division which cuts across most of the Titans of the 
earlier prewar era of America—the split between the Puritan and the 
magnifico. J. Pierpont Morgan, the greatest of all the Titans, was a 
magnifico in the sense that he operated on a scale of magnificence. So 
also were Hill, Gates, Gould, several of the early Du Ponts, and Yerkes 
himself. There was a lustiness and a grandeur of scope in their piivate 
as in their business lives. They bet and gambled, lived conspicuously, 
gave parties, sailed yachts, were seen in the European capitals; there 
were legends of the stables of women they kept; they built palatial homes 
and crammed them with art treasures rifled from the museums and 
collections of Europe. There was a native optimism in them; in busi¬ 
ness as in private life they were “bullish'’; their motto was Morgan’s 
"never sell America short”; their fortunes were made on the upward 
arc of an expanding American economy. They saw far enough ahead 
to see the expansion and contributed to it their boldness and their 
measure of vision. 

There was another strain, however, represented by Daniel Drew, the 
Rockefellers, Henry Ford: not the strain of magnificence but of the 
taut Puritan qualities. These men came out of the small towns and re¬ 
mained at home in small-town America. They were abstemious, church¬ 
going, taught Sunday-school classes. They spent little on themselves, and 
what they did they spent quietly. Like Rockefeller, they handed out 
shiny dimes; like Ford, they plowed everything back into the business. 
They had the eccentricities in which men can indulge when they sit 
on top of a pyramid of power. They were apt to be gloomy men and 
presented a stern visage to the world, at once unsmiling and unrelent¬ 
ing. Yet they were probably closer than the magnificos to the theological 
roots of capitalism: the demonstration of virtue through success, the 
doctrine of calling, the gospel of work and thrift. 

Together these two strains condense the appeal of business enter¬ 
prise as a way of life. To the middle-class mind the appeal is to the 
Puritan virtues of austerity and acquisitiveness, to the Faustian spirit 
of the imaginative it is that of movers and shakers and of empire 
builders. One stresses efficacy in the sight of God, the other power in 
the sight of man. One moves step by step, the other by bold leaps. One 
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is the accumulative spirit, the other the gambling spirit. One operates 
best in the realm of production and managerial organization, the other 
in the realm of promotion and finance. Neither is complete without the 
other, and while in every Titan one or the other had predominated, no 
Titan has lacked elements of both. Their combined appeal has been 
powerful since even the groundlings, who could not live the life of the 
Titan, could identify themselves with his economic efficacy and share 
vicariously in his magnitudes. 

As De Tocquevillc noted even before the Civil War, the old Eu¬ 
ropean sense that there was something degrading about business 
quickly vanished in America, and the talented young people turned 
to business pursuits. The legend of the Titan attracted them almost as 
much as the Big Money itself. For while the formal goal of business 
enterprise is profit, the psychic rewards of the businessman’s way of life 
came to consist as much in the pursuit of power as in the accumulation 
of money. There was a sense of risk and excitement in Big Enterprise. 
And while it was possible for many of the businessmen to pursue profit 
and power with a meanness of spirit and impoverished intellectual 
and emotional resources, this was not true of the outstanding figures. 
Unlike the worker chained to the machine, and the small businessman 
embittered by his struggle with his competitors and workers, the Titan 
often showed himself to have a spacious and creative mind. 

Something happened to the Titan in the two decades after World 
War I. Before that time the indictment against him had stressed the 
enormity of his power, the charge being that he used it to betray the 
early ideals of the Republic. John Chamberlain has suggested that the 
reason for the persistent “belittling" of the Big Businessman by Ameri¬ 
can novelists was their rebellion against their fathers and their Search 
for a different kind of father symbol on the Left. Sometimes this was so, 
but I suspect that most of them wrote what they wrote out of the dis¬ 
illusionment that overcame them at the chasm between the Jeffersonian 
dream of a spacious and egalitarian American democracy, and the ac¬ 
tual power of Big Business. They were protesting against the wasteland 
of American moral and cultural life between the time of Grant's 
Presidency and that of Wilson. 

What happened in the Great Depression changed the image of the 
Titan more drastically. Big Business of the 1920s, certain that it had 
found the secret of perpetual prosperity, claimed the right to the policy¬ 
making decisions not only in the economy but in the government. But 
the economic collapse of 1929 resulted in a disillusionment with the 
Titan: the Big Money of the boom of the 1920s came clamoring to the 
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White House for extreme unction in the 1930s. Those who had seemed 
to be the "Lords of Creation" were stripped of a good deal of their 
stature and grandeur. 

The businessman began to lose stature even before the Great De¬ 
pression. After Dreiser’s Cowperwood, Sinclair Lewis’s Babbitt was a 
letdown. Babbitt is the biggest real-estate dealer in the minor universe 
of Zenith, Ohio, whose life revolves around his house, car, service 
clubs, lodge, and church; who mouths platitudes about business ethics 
but sees nothing wrong in pulling a real-estate squeeze play on a small 
butcher: Babbitt is no Titan, neither a great creator nor a great de¬ 
stroyer, but the fag end of business enterprise as a way of life. Lewis 
did what was in some ways a moving portrait of him, yet gave him 
none of the quiet dignity and sense of craftsmanship that Howells gave 
the painting-firm hero of The Rise of Silas Lapham: and the shift 
from the portrait of the 1890s marks the running down of a tradition. 

Some of the other novelists showed an even sharper disenchantment. 
U.S.A., the novel trilogy by John Dos Passos, applies to fiction some 
of the elements of Veblen’s savage critique of American business enter¬ 
prise. Charlie Anderson, who plays an important role in The Big Money, 
is the embodiment of constructive drives which have been corrupted 
by the manic passions of promotion. In a less intentional way Scott 
Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby —the buccaneer who was part phony 
promoter, part racketeer, the man seemingly from nowhere whose shim¬ 
mering appearance is woven out of the cloudless fabric of nothing— 
is also a figure of disenchantment. In Thomas Wolfe's You Can’t Go 
Home Again the head of the "Company" is obsessed with finding new 
advertising slogans; and Wolfe portrays the squeezing of every sales 
executive in the lower rank by the one above him in the panicky sales 
hierarchy of the "Company.” The emphasis was shifting from the 
figure of production and finance to that of promotion and sales, from 
the man who made the goods to the man who knew the magic of ex¬ 
tracting something from nothing; from the major legendary figures like 
Morgan to the minor legends of the rising sales curve and the "huck¬ 
sters” of the advertising legions. The portrait of business reached its 
furthest remove from the Titan in the description, in Faulkner's The 
Hamlet and The Town , of the locust invasion of his Mississippi county 
by the swarming Snopes family, which moved with mercantile ardoi 
into all the crevices left by the crack-up of precapitalist Southern so¬ 
ciety. 

But the crucial transformation of the Titan was wrought not so much 
by the Great Depression, nor by the invasion of the groundlings, but 
by the corporation. The type-figure who carved out the great industrial 
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empires was almost submerged in the impersonality of the corporate 
form. In every area of life the winning of power has always required 
bolder and more vigorous talents than its consolidation. In the new 
and highly specialised technology, experts took over every phase of 
the corporation's activity-engineering, financing, production, promo¬ 
tion, advertising, salesmanship, personnel relations. In place of the heroic 
adventurism of the Titans came a group of "managerial skills" that 
required talent and judgment in the art of management but seemed 
earth-creeping by comparison. The increasing division of labor built 
up business hierarchies in which the aggressive mind of the Titan was 
less at home than the corporate bureaucratic mind. Once the regime 
of high-salaried managers was created it took on a life of its own, 
crowding out the life of the Titan. He ceased to be the giant in whose 
shadow the business institutions were shaped and became himself the 
shadow of the institution, taking his stature from the corporation. The 
corporation as instrument grew in importance while the men wielding 
it shrank. Those who were once considered barbarian invaders now be¬ 
came absorbed in the structure of the power they themselves created. 
The conquerors were conquered. 

Does this mean that the Titan "reformed”? The big fact about the 
"Robber Barons” (the phrase w r as Matthew Josephson’s) was not their 
personal ethics, althotigh to a moralistic generation of reformers it may 
have seemed so. When Commodore Vanderbilt made his famous "pub¬ 
lic be damned” remark he was expressing a generalized sense of swag¬ 
gering power. In broad perspective the ethics of the Big Businessmen 
were, taken as a group, no worse than the ethics of any other historical 
group of conquerors. Comparing how America was industrialized with 
the methods by which Germany, Japan, and Russia were later in¬ 
dustrialized, the American record seems like a Sunday picnic or a 
huddle of innocents. Even the worst of the Robber Barons—men like 
Gould, Fisk, and Yerkes—were men of virtue compared with the 
Gauleiter and commissars who performed a similar task in their own 
countries. The real point is not that the Titan has "reformed,” for he 
was never truly evil. It is rather that he has grown less colorful, less 
swaggering, more sophisticated; he has had to take his place in a 
bureaucracy in which his predecessors would have felt stifled; he has had 
to cope with the regulatory demands of a welfare state and the power of 
a labor movement; he has had to worry less about his competitors than 
about "business conditions,” domestic and world politics, advertising, 
consumer demand, and the securities market. He must always feel the 
pulse of public opinion and be wary of alienating it. Wherever he goes 
he is accompanied by survey makers, "human-relations” technicians, 
public-opinion analysts, public-relations experts. 
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Once known primarily as a man of action (furor Americanus is what 
Aldous Huxley called the American cult of action), the businessman still 
remains that. But the areas of significant action have changed. They 
are no longer concerned with the crushing of competitors, the piling up 
of big fortunes, and the carving out of family dynastic power. The old 
competitive system has been replaced by a system of “imperfect com¬ 
petition” in which the corporations compete with one another less in 
prices than in brands and in “products”—that is, in alternative ma¬ 
terials for achieving the same results. As for the big fortunes, a more 
drastic tax system than any continental European can envisage has made 
them archaic. The heads of the corporate empires no longer get their 
sense of fulfillment from personal accumulation, nor is their prime 
quality that of acquisitiveness. They are still movers and shakers, but 
for a different reason than before. The new Titan is still the creator and 
consolidator of corporate structures, the guiding mind of monopolies 
and cartels, the organizer of business "peak-associations.” The men who 
run Metropolitan Life or General Motors, General Electric or US. 
Steel, Alcoa or A.T.&T., are men of power not because of their great 
fortunes or talents but because they have powerful instruments at their 
command. They have control of enormous blocks of investment and 
power. For income-tax purposes the new Titans allow the corporate 
profits to remain inside the corporation and then declare stock divi¬ 
dends. They create “charitable trusts” as legal fictions, and "founda¬ 
tions" as ways of escaping the ax of the inheritance tax. But where they 
once sought profit, they notv seek the retention of the power over their 
capital investments. Their prime concern is the figure they can cut in 
America and the world as proconsuls administering their huge aggre¬ 
gates of power. 

This requires and has developed a new personality profile for the 
Titan—that of a corporate statesman. He reads more than he used to, 
goes to college, makes speeches and statements (alas, too many and too 
platitudinous), is seen at public conferences. His suavity is more evident 
than his ruthlessness. He knows something of the workings of the 
economy and the government, and of world affairs. I am speaking, of 
course, not of the run-of-mill corporate vice-president, nor of the sales 
manager or advertising manager who may be only a contemporary 
Babbitt, but of the small group of sophisticated holders of business 
power who embody business creativeness. He has even had to take a 
hand in developing the idea of the welfare state itself, as Wendell 
Willkie did; or administering its controls over busineas, as Charles 
E. Wilson did; or in supervising the American economic aid to Europe, 
as Paul Hoffman did. 
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The Big Businessman has had to come up squarely against the prob¬ 
lems of the survival of the economy and the organization of a trans¬ 
formed society. T his new type of businessman—represented, for ex¬ 
ample, by the members of the Committee for Economic Development 
—is still not accepted by the mediocre but stubborn men who remem¬ 
ber the old catchwords of the free market economy and strike out 
blindly against any innovating doctrine. These men act sometimes like 
the defenders of a besieged city, a League of Frightened Men who in 
their panic arc bent on searching out heresy in their own ranks. Once 
the new businessman makes clear his premise that the productivity 
which is the source of profits is more important than any particular 
prpfit, that an expanding economy may require the co-operative action 
of the welfare corporation and the welfare state, he runs the danger of 
being branded as a maveiick and cast out of the herd. 

The image of the old Titan still remains in the popular mind and 
colors the dreams that the young men dream. But the effective figure 
is a new one, in a new setting, the result of the complex and powerful 
transforming process of the past half century of American society. 

It may be significant that no one has yet found a name for him that 
will stick, as “Titan” and “Tycoon" did to his predecessor. He is often 
called a “business statesman” by those who stand in awe of him and 
feel there must be some appellation of a dignity that parallels his mas¬ 
sive business power-also sometimes his wealth. Such men as Alfred 
Sloan, Charles E. Wilson, and Harlow Curtice of General Motors are 
considered a cut above the old-fashioned, profit-seeking, money-grasping 
Titans. As a result they have been called on to speak as oracles not only 
on industrial matters but on the welfare of the nation, and sometimes 
have convinced themselves (often with public approval) that the country 
is only an enlarged image of the company and that they have the right 
to make decisions about what is good for both. 

Perhaps the simplest name for them is what their employees tend to 
call them—"Mr. Big”—carrying with it a half affectionate, half scornful 
set of overtones. In conversation the ordinary American will say of one 
of these new corporate moguls that he is the "head” of such-and-such 
a corporate empire. These are indeed the "head men" of American life, 
and what gives the name some aptnes<is that it refers less to the stature 
or personality of the man himself than to his position at the head of a 
hierarchy of function and power. When one head man goes, another 
arrives to take his place. What is crucial, as in the hierarchy of the 
Middle Ages, is not so much the individual as the status. In fact, a 
number of writers have noted that these American head men are 
emerging as corporate seigneurs, and that their position and power have 
much in common with the frame of medieval society. 



284 CAPITALIST ECONOMY AND BUSINESS CIVILIZATION # 

Yet what strikes the popular mind is their power and ruthlessness as 
they contend for place with the most modern of weapons—promotion 
schemes, mergers, corporate reorganizations. During the 1950s, a new 
type of novel about the businessman emerged, in which the problems 
of authority and ethical codes were posed. In Cameron Hawley’s 
Executive Suite the tradition set up by the corporate founder, which 
seemed archaic to the new managerial group, finally triumphed, and 
with it the idea that the heart of corporate enterprise is what it can do 
for the workers, the community, and the values of craftsmanship. In the 
same author’s Cash McCall there is a skillful delineation of the new 
Napoleons of corporate finance who march and wheel their chess pieces 
across the board without much concern for what any particular corpo¬ 
ration is producing: here again, once the ethical problem has been 
posed, it is resolved (as in the case of religious convetsion) by a saving 
insight into the productive values that transcend the merely financial 
ones. In a TV and movie story called Patterns the resolution is not so 
simple: the “head man” is depicted in almost Nictzschean terms as 
driven by an urge to stretch himself and his associates to the utmost of 
their powers, beyond the human. But Nietzsche never foresaw that in 
the American case the effort to reach to the godlike would apply to the 
creation not of the Superman but of Super-corporation. And the hero 
of this story, while seeing the evil and ruthlessness of the head man, 
is himself at the end half caught up in his fervor and *sks only for a 
chance to be more ruthless himself and to make a victim of the man 
who has made victims of others—all in the name of the Corporation. 


3 . The Corporate Empires 

It is time to take a closer look at the corporation as a social con¬ 
trivance. A discerning anthropologist, studying characteristic American 
inventions such as the dating pattern, the success system, and judicial 
review, might seize on the corporation as the most important of all. 
Reaching into every area of life, it has become the instrument by which 
Americans organize any project demanding group effort, impersonality, 
continuity beyond the individual life, and limited liability. It is strik¬ 
ing that a highly individualist people should accept a transformation of 
its life wrought by so impersonal a social invention. 

Much ingenuity has been invested in the corporation as a mechanism. 
The refinements of corporate law and finance, of corporate liaisons and 
marriages, of corporate dissolution and reorganization, have absorbed 
some of the most resourceful talents of the American legit and financial 
elites. In the planning of corporate strategies there have been field mar- 



THE CORPORATE EMPIRES 285 

shals of genius and Napoleons of dazzling megalomania. Some, like 
Samuel Insull, came to grief; others received for their exploits the ad¬ 
miration of the members of the corporate fraternity. But in the main the 
corporate form is what it is today in America because of the patient 
labors of thousands of talented but largely unknown men who have been 
drawn to their work, by some obscure impulsion, as beavers to the con¬ 
struction of their dams. 

The early American corporations were wards of the state, chartered 
only in rare cases and supervised by the state in every phase of their 
operation. When a group of men received a charter to build a railroad 
or canal, or run a toll bridge, or organize a college, the assumption 
was that the state was grudgingly signing away one of its inherent 
functions, retaining the responsibility of supervision. The corporation 
thus began as a state instrument, to be kept within the ambit of the 
state power. But such was the dynamism of American business enter¬ 
prise within it that it ran away with the original intention. It helped 
gather vast blocs of capital by subdividing and dispersing business 
ownership and collecting the savings and hopes of many. By consoli¬ 
dating a number of enterprises and tapping the profits from their com¬ 
bined future growth, it anticipated these future profits and expressed 
them in the immediate market value of stocks. The corporate form thus 
suited a business spirit which sought always to capitalize the future, 
and in turn it created the stock market as a way of mirroring men’s shift¬ 
ing calculations about future earnings and values. 

In these ways the corporation built vast power blocs whose size and 
impersonality daunted the Populist thinkers of the turn of the cen¬ 
tury. Henry Demarest Lloyd felt that the "Wealth* whose concentration 
it made possible was destroying the ‘'Commonwealth." Frank Norris 
called it the “Octopus" and portrayed in his novels how its impersonal 
power blasted personal lives and hopes. The generation of muckrakers 
called the alliance of corporation and political machine the “System," 
and Steffens described it by resorting to the mystical "It.” William 
Dean Howells, writing in his Socialist phase in A Traveler from Al- 
truria, called corporate power the "Accumulation,” and reflected with 
sadness that "by a logic irresistible and inexorable, the Accumulation 
was, and we were not." If American social critics today are no longer so 
colorful in their epithets, it is because they have come to accept the cor¬ 
porate form as a fact. Like Adolph Berle, they recognize it as em¬ 
bracing a crucial phase of "the twentieth-century capitalist revolution” 
and are concerned mainly with realistic ways of keeping its power within 
bounds, as well as being curious about the direction in which it will 
move and grow. 

These corporate power blocs make possible the industrial concentra- 
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tion which was for a time the subject of repeated government investi¬ 
gations—the Report of the Industrial Commissions in 1904, the Pujo in¬ 
vestigation a decade later in 1913, and the TNEC (Temporary National 
Economic Committee) inquiry two decades later in the 1930s. In the 
1940s and 1950s there were fewer occasions and less impetus for such 
critical investigations—a sign not only of friendlier Administrations but, 
even more, of an acceptance of the dominating position of a handful of 
corporations in whose shadow the rest live. 

A Federal Trade Commission study in 1947 showed that of some one 
hundred thousand corporations in America, 113 had assets of $100 
million and over. Twelve of them ran into billions of dollars in their 
holdings. The most recent figures, at the end of the 1940s, show that 
135 corporations own 45 per cent of the industrial assets of the nation, 
and that a few hundred men, in eight or ten loosely allied financial 
groups, control assets of over $100 billion. The picture in particular 
industries is similarly revealing. Out oi twenty-six major manufacturing 
fields there were nineteen in which at least 60 per cent of the industry 
was controlled by six or fewer corporations, and thirteen in which at 
least 60 per cent was controlled by three or fewer. Heading the list 
were aluminum, tin, linoleum, copper, cigarettes, liquor, plumbing 
supplies, rubber tires, office equipment, automobiles, farm machinery, 
and meat products. 

The trend toward the big corporate unit is partly explained by low 
production and distribution costs. The big corporations are in a real 
sense the children of competition. In the fierce struggle for survival and 
profits the pay-off is in efficiency, and those who triumph in the com¬ 
petitive suuggle quite naturally drive their rivals to the wall, where 
they are willing to be bought out. This is especially true in the case of 
brand competition, as with automobiles, in an era where economic suc¬ 
cess depends on the psychic contagion among buyers as much as it does 
on the quality or utility of the product itself. It has long been known, 
of course, that the best producing units vary in size and are frequently 
a good deal smaller than the cancerous size of the giant corporation. 
“If God had intended us to have anything as large as the U.S. Steel 
Corporation," said Justice Brandeis in developing his idea of “the 
curse of bigness," “he would have given us the brains to run it well." 
But the persistent question is: “How big is too big?” American business¬ 
men know that the steel industry, once the leader in technological ad¬ 
vance, has fallen behind such newer industries as aviation, chemicals, 
and the electrical industries. Even in the relatively new industries, the 
size of the corporate unit extends well beyond the dailj direct knowl¬ 
edge of any managerial officials. A corporation like General Motors has 
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been compelled to split up its empire into more or less autonomous pro¬ 
ducing units, in order to prevent the spread of elephantiasis. 

Thus one may venture that corporate bigness has as much to do with 
the strategic capture of power as with possible efficiencies of produc¬ 
tion. Current technology involves outlays so huge that only the big 
producers find them compassable: the big firms, moreover, can spend 
more on advertising campaigns and put a bigger and more aggressive 
sales force into the field. The corporate power bloc has command of 
raw materials often not available to its smaller competitors, especially 
in an armament economy, when procurement officials are hurried and 
harassed, and give the priority allocations as well as the contracts to the 
big firms. Because of its research laboratories and its ability to buy up 
promising inventions, it has command of patents and processes with 
which it can free/e others out of the market. It can attract scientists, 
engineers, technicians; it can set up elaborate marketing ami adver¬ 
tising structures; it can surround itself with the artfulness of "public 
relations." It can control a big enough portion of the market so that its 
voice is heard loud and clear in the price agreements which are becom¬ 
ing standard practice in the corporate field. It can apply pressures to 
the government itself, by lobbies in the capitals and by its influence over 
party managers, candidates, and local machinery. 

Thus the advantages of corporate bigness may come after the fact, 
not before. Corporations, by the very fact of their bigness, may achieve a 
strategic powder that sometimes makes it unnecessary for them to pursue 
efficiencies which can cut costs. They become tired and unw'illing to take 
risks, and in some cases grow backward in their response to technologi¬ 
cal change. 

As I have noted above in speaking of the corporate head men as 
feudal seigneurs, the corporation which slatted as a legal device has 
ended by carving out an ini peri um for itself. John Dewey saw how far 
this had gone, and in an early essay called "The United States. Inc.” he 
spoke of “the corporateness of society.” W. J. Ghent, one of the turn-of- 
the-century critics of corporate capitalism, called it "the New Feudal¬ 
ism,” which seemed an apt term for a system in which the feudal lords 
owed fotmal allegiance to the central jiblitical authorities yet retained 
their own domains of pow r er. 

The corporations have become, in a sense, private governments. Their 
decisions influence the si/e and distribution of the national product, 
the channeling of investment, the levels*of employment and purchasing 
capacity of the workers. In effect they levy taxes on the consumer and 
make alliances with foreign corporations in cartel agreements. Oper- 
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ating basically for private purposes, with public consequences secondary, 
they can (as I have noted) crowd out competitors, divide the market, 
keep profits high, determine price levels and production volume. The 
picture of prices fixed in the free play of the market needs to be modi¬ 
fied today: in a number of the mass-production industries corporate 
prices tend to be set "administratively,” by the action of a small num¬ 
ber of corporations, with an eye to costs, profits, volume of sales, and 
what the traffic will bear. This is modified somewhat by the fact that 
while the prices are set administratively—say by the auto companies— 
the retail dealer makes adjustments to a variable market through dis¬ 
counts and by varying the turn-in allowance for the old car. This should 
not, however, obscure the fact that the functions I have described affect 
the public interest deeply, yet they are being carried out by holders of 
corporate power who are not chosen by the people, responsible to them, 
or replaceable by them. 

The defenders of corporate power sometimes make the mistake of de¬ 
nying its scope, picturing the American economy still in terms of the 
legendary capitalism of a market system of competing small enterprises. 
The better course is to admit the power of the corporate empires and 
assess its sources and uses. Adolf Berle, whose long and intimate knowl¬ 
edge of the corporate world demands respect, agrees that "the corporate 
empire wants all the commercial power it can get,” but adds that “it has 
little instinct for going beyond that. Its political adventures are pri¬ 
marily to safeguard its commercial position. It has somehow got itself 
into a situation where it is held responsible for a great deal more than 
that—and is painfully trying to understand how it got there and what to 
do.” Berle and other observers also contend that a new kind of states¬ 
manship is developing in the corporation, with a sense of restraint and of 
responsibility for the public consequences of the private managerial 
decisions. Certainly the corporate ethos has changed since the 1920s, 
although innovation in business practices has not kept the same pace as 
innovation in technology and managerial organization. The disturbing 
fact is that, in the absence of strong outer controls over corporate prac¬ 
tices, reliance must be placed on inner controls: and thus far the 
corporation has not developed built-in controls that restrain its be¬ 
havior. It relies instead on a rising level of business education (the 
Harvard School of Business Administration is like nothing else in the 
world and has profoundly influenced the idea and performance of the 
managerial function) and on self-criticism within the corporate com¬ 
munity, both of which may prove a frail line in time of acute economic 
stress. 

The sharp question that might be put by the defenders of the cor¬ 
porate empires is: What was the historical alternative? Without the 
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corporate form America could probably not have developed indus¬ 
trialism so rapidly or on so large a scale, nor could it have accumulated 
capital and plowed it back into industry as dramatically as it did. An 
economy of small firms was possible in Jaikson’s day but scarcely in ours. 
One alternative was national owneiship with big-scale enterprise under 
government trusts. But this would have raised even more fat-reaching 
issues of power than the corporate empires have done. Whatever group 
owns or runs the economic plant of a country has enormous power 
vested in it; that holds true also of the group that runs the trade-unions 
and even more of the group that runs the government. If the same group 
holds power in all three of these areas there is scarcely a crack possible 
in the combined monolith of power. What can be said of the American 
corporation as a power bloc is that, while it may sometimes control 
and even cow specific officials or agencies of the government, it is not 
in itself the government. Along with the other power institutions it 
presents on the American landscape a plurality of power groupings 
which are the better for their dispersal. 

The Big Corporation, Big Unionism, and Big Government live in an 
uneasy manage in America, with no one of them able to crush the 
others. A new constitutional structure of industry and government is 
emerging, with a new separation of powers that is more relevant for 
contemporary America than the classical separation of governmental 
powers. The corporation and the union have tacitly agreed roughly on 
the boundary lines beyond which neither interferes with the other, 
while there is a common area between these boundaries where they 
bargain collet lively; and the government has agreed roughly on the 
limits beyond which it will not interfere with either the corporation or 
union, nor will they in turn seek to overthrow it. But this delimitation 
of provinces should not obscuie the fact that the corporate system as a 
whole has immense weight with every American government, nor the 
fact that the corporate empires have revolutionized the price system, 
profit system, and property system, so that the actualities of American 
business power bear little relation to the golden legendary profile of 
capitalism. 

There has been a recent tendency to depict the American economy as 
a "people’s capitalism.” The ownership of America’s industrial plant has 
been diffused. In the 1950s A.T.&T., which carried stock dispersion fur¬ 
thest as a matter of policy, reported 1,307,000 owners (roughly one out 
of every fifty American families), of whom a quarter million were com¬ 
pany employees. General Motors had 482,000 stockholders, and Westing- 
house Electric had 111,000. In all, seven and a half million Americans 
owned stock in corporations, many of them in the companies they worked 
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for, especially through union-employer pension funds. This has given 
the corporations some roots in popular acceptance. Yet most of the stock¬ 
holders owned only a few shares: 60 per cent of the shares in the 200 larg¬ 
est industrial corporations, according to the classic Berle and Means 
study, The Modern Corporation and Private Property, were owned by 
1 per cent of the stockholders. For all the companies listed on the ex¬ 
changes, stockholders of over $ 10,000 (4 per cent of the number ot stock¬ 
holders) owned 60 per cent of the stocks. In the Berle-Means figures, go 
per cent of American stockholders in 1937 had incomes ot less than 
$5,000 a year. Along with the diffusion of ownership there has also been 
a transformation of it. The old owner-manager no longer exists in any 
significant sense and has been replaced by a managerial elite that acts as 
deputy for the owners, whether their holdings be diffused or highly con¬ 
centrated. 

The striking fact here—pointed out by Veblen, developed by W. Z. 
Ripley, and elaborated on a major scale by Berle and Means—is that 
while the corporation has diffused industrial ownership, it has concen¬ 
trated control and split one from the other. When an institution is as 
important as the corporation, its internal structure becomes of moment 
for the society. Berle and Means studying the 200 largest industiial cor¬ 
porations, found that in 88 per cent of them control was held by a 
small group of men: either by a management group (44 per cent) or by 
some legal device such as a voting trust or a holding company (21 per 
cent), or by a bloc of minority sto<khoIders (23 per cent). Only in 5 per 
cent of them—10 of the 200 corporations—was the control in the hands 
of the stockholders who held a majority of the stock. 

This makes a legend of the classical theory that capitalism works be¬ 
cause private ownership is spurred to creative acts of business enterprise 
by the prospect of private profits. What it shows is that a new corporate 
managerial oligarchy has emerged which stands between ownership and 
the profit incentive. Ownership has had a wedge driven around it in 
thiee directions: it has been split from profit and therefore incentive, 
from management and therefore from direct contact with the operations 
of the business, and from contiol and therefore from the major deci¬ 
sions. 

This thrcc-way’split has been revolutionary. It has meant that "private 
enterprise” and "private property” have lost much of their former mean¬ 
ing as effective forces. The groups that had stakes of public interest in 
the control of the major decisions in the economy—the owners, the 
workers, the consumers, the government—have been largely left out of 
the control. A group of “insiders” who are not the principal parties of 
interest have taken over the control. What seems to have happened is 
that the corporation, by diffusing private ownership so widely, created 
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a vacuum of control; and by increasing the scale of business operations 
so greatly, it created a management bureaucracy. While everyone was 
looking elsewhere—at the struggles between labor and capital, between 
business and government, between big and small business—the corporate 
bureaucracy was quick to move into the vacuum of control. 

But to say that the new corporate managerial group is also the con¬ 
trolling group is to oversimplify a complex situation. The controlling 
group has no sharp boundaries. The top officers of management form 
part of it; others in it may represent the owners of substantial but mi¬ 
nority blocs of stock, or investment trusts that subscribe to new stock 
issues and thus supply risk capital, or bankers and lawyers who may 
have had a hand in forming or reorganizing the corporation or who 
hold proxies for their stockholder customers. The problem of locating 
control is further complicated by the bewildering network of intercor¬ 
porate relations: the fact that the same men are directors in a number of 
corporations, that corporations hold blocs of stock in other corporations, 
that “holding companies’’ are formed to control the stock in a number 
of corporations. The structure of the Du Pont industrial empire may 
serve as one illustration of this complexity. The Du Pont Company be¬ 
gan in munitions, expanded after World War I in automobiles, rubber, 
and other peacetime products. It controls both General Motors and U.S. 
Rubber; it ramifies into a number of satellite companies in chemicals 
and synthetic products. Its own stock is held by the Christiana Company, 
which is a holding company controlled by the Du Ponts and their 
friends; and at the top of the pyramid of control is the Delaware Com¬ 
pany, an even more restricted holding company controlled by the inner 
circle of the Du Pont family. 

Family holdings play a great role in the Du Pont empire, as they still 
do in the Ford empire, even after the Ford family turned the bulk of its 
stock over to the Ford Foundation. A number of the smaller corporations 
are still family-owned and also owner-managed. There are also some 
famous financial families, like the Rockefellers, which continue to be 
active in business and especially in the segment of it where their family 
fortune was originally made. Yet this is not typical of most of the big 
corporations, where the stockholding is diffused and the managerial 
group exercises control. The breakup of "family capitalism’’ in America 
has been far sharper than in Europe. What is left of it in the corporate 
form is only a fragmentary residue. lit the realm of social structure this 
represents the counterpart of the transfer of power from the owners to 
the managers. 

What can be clearly said of corporate control is that it is rarely 
wielded by the majority of stockholders, but rather by powerful overlap¬ 
ping oligarchies of managers and insiders. There have been a few efforts 



292 CAPITALIST ECONOMY AND BUSINESS CIVILIZATION 

by small stockholders’ committees to appear at stockholders' meetings 
and demand democratic procedure, but they have been ineffectual. A 
wistfully written sketch in The New Yorker by a small stockholder who 
took it into his head to assert his rights and attend a l)u Pont meeting 
at Wilmington brings out satirically the lights and shadows ol the gio- 
tesquely unimportant status ol the ordinary "owner” ol a corporation 
who comes to hear the repot t of his “employees.” 

It is difficult to know where to place corporate responsibility, since 
the corporation is an amorphous entity whose core is hard to locate. As 
the editors of Fortune put it, “The control of the typical big corpora¬ 
tion is now in the hands of ‘managers’ who do not own it, and its owner¬ 
ship is in the hands of stockholders who do not influence its behavior. 
The corporation has become a disembodied, almost self-sufficient, so¬ 
cially ’illegitimate’ force.” Ironically this anonymous force achieved a 
number of exemptions and immunities from public regulation, both 
state and Federal, by claiming to be a “person” within the meaning of 
the due-process clause of the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments, The 
story of how the Fourteenth Amendment was transformed—from a 
shield of the new Negro citi/ens against discriminatory treatment into a 
shield of corporate power against public regulation—is an absorbing 
study in American legal and intellectual history. Some of the earlier stu¬ 
dents of constitutional history treated the episode as an example of a 
"conspiracy” by corporate power; but the conspiracy premise proved un¬ 
necessary, the truth being that the corporate symbols exercised a hold 
on the legislative and judicial mind, which personalized the corporation 
even while the corporation was depersonalizing business enterprises. 

In fact, the new corporate capitalism, which is in one sense a "popular 
capitalism" is in another a new and peculiarly American collectivism— 
a form of business syndicalism. If one were to generalize the traits of 
collectivism, they might run as follows: the crowding out of the "pri¬ 
vate” principle in enterprise by an authoritarian principle (not neces¬ 
sarily governmental); the whittling away of private property and of the 
profit incentive; the separation between the formal and real loci of 
power; the transfer of decisions from an open or "free” market to an 
administrative group (not necessarily governmental); the steady en 
largement of the administrative units, and their pre-emption of a mo¬ 
nopoly position; their control by a self-perpetuating bureaucratic elite, 
and their removal from popular responsibility. 

The structure of corporate capitalism fits pretty well into this general¬ 
ized pattern of collectivism. The "owners” have been relegated to the 
role of investors; the separation of ownership from control, along with 
the factor of steep taxes, has obscured the profit incentive; "private 
property,” the “free market," and the "price system" hav$ been changed 
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in meaning. What remains of the profit stimulus, the sanctities of con¬ 
trol-by-property, and the free-enterprise system must all be viewed 
within the framework of a corporate managerial group. The "iron law 
of oligarchy,” which Michels saw operating in every power structure, has 
not left corporate capitalism exempt: the positions of power in the new 
elite are filled by men who wear the badges of success and can recognize 
them on the faces and records of the younger men coming up; the man¬ 
agerial elite is not a closed one, and it is highly competitive, yet there 
are intangibles that give a man entrance to it or can exclude him from 
it as surely as from the German imperial officers corps. For all its indi¬ 
vidualistic slogans, the business class in America has effectively substi¬ 
tuted its own form of collectivism tor the old individualism. 

But although this collectivism has power and has shown a genius for 
production and marketing, it has not often shown the very quality of 
"statesmanship” which the champions of corporate capitalism claim for 
it. While the corporation has a mastery over its internal affairs, the cor¬ 
porate economy as a whole does not possess a self-regulating principle 
which can keep it going in social health and prosperity. It cannot create 
by itself the structure of order in which the multiple processes of far- 
flung enterprises are kept within a rational framework. Its failure has 
rested not on a lack of organizing ability, as its achievements in admin¬ 
istrative intermeshing and legal finesse attest, but on the fact that an 
administrative mechanism intended for one sector of the economy can¬ 
not organize the whole, and one intended for conflict and the conquest 
of power is not equally useful for co-operation and order. Hence the 
need for a gridiron pattern of governmental, legal, and trade-union 
controls added to the inner controls that are being built into corporate 
practice. Through this pattern of voluntary decisions and institutional 
control a number of the problems that had plagued American capital¬ 
ism-including some of the problems of the business cycle, inflation, un¬ 
employment, insecurity, and labor conflict—have been made more man¬ 
ageable. 

Nor did a corporate General Staff emerge, as it did in other capitalist 
structures, as an instrument of social power. The trade-association move¬ 
ment proved useful in the effort at price-fixing and restriction of pro¬ 
duction, chiefly by the smaller firms, but its defect was its emphasis on 
freezing rather than expanding the economy. The next logical step was 
the formation of "peak associations” (after the German usage, Spitz- 
genossenschaften), as with the National Chamber of Commerce and no¬ 
tably the National Association of Manufacturers. Here too the rigidify- 
ing process set in. Alfred Cleveland's study of the N.A.M. for the period 
1933-1946 showed that 125 corporations, making up less than 1 per cent 
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of the membership, divided among them almost nine tenths of the 
executive committee posts and two thirds of the directors’ posts of the 
organization; during the same period, the Cleveland study shows, the 
N.A.M. policies were mainly negative, being concentrated on opposing 
labor, taxes, and governmental restriction. The efforts of government to 
use the corporate form that had been so successful in business, and to 
develop the government corporation as entrepreneur (as with the TVA) 
have also been bitterly opposed by the business associations in the name 
of the “American way.” Legislatively they have been effective as lobbies 
and pressure groups; politically they have operated to fight the "creep¬ 
ing Socialism” of the Democrats and maintain orthodoxy within Re¬ 
publican ranks; ideologically they have conducted "educational” cam¬ 
paigns in the schools, churches, and women’s clubs. 

But this effort has not added up either to the hopes of its organizers 
or the fears of some of the critics of corporation trends. The “law of 
centralization and decay,” as formulated by Brooks Adams, has operated 
in corporate collectivism at least on the score of centralization, but the 
signs of decay are still murky. The more exacting believers in economic 
determinism argued in the 1930s and 1940s that the American corporate 
economy, with its peak associations, monopolies, and cartels, was taking 
the road that business power took in Italy, Germany, and Japan. Robert 
Brady, writing in the 1940s in Business As a System of Power, saw the 
N.A.M. as acting no differently from the Zaibatsu, the Federation of 
British Industries, and the German cartels, but this proved wide of the 
mark both as description and as prediction. Actually the experience of 
German business in aiding the rise of Nazism remains a scorching mem¬ 
ory to American businessmen, who know that they would be engulfed 
by the totalitarian wave they invoked. Corporate collectivism has 
shown few signs of moving into the phase of the corporate state, al¬ 
though what would happen in the event of another world war cannot 
be foretold. It seems more inclined to digest the lessons of the boom-and- 
bust cycles of the past, to accept—however reluctantly—the necessary 
minimum of taxation and government intervention, and meanwhile to 
bask in the sunshine of big profits and rising prestige. American cor¬ 
porate capitalism shares a good measure of the pliable temper of Ameri¬ 
can life as a whole. Even the corporate empires have shown little in¬ 
clination either to form themselves into a monolithic common front or 
to raise up demagogues, supposedly to rid them of their enemies, as in a 
Fascist state. 

How can one explain the failure of the American corporate empires 
to take possession of the whole society, as many observers predicted they 
would do, and turn the commonwealth into a corporate state? According 
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to Marxist theory this should have happened some time back. In the first 
decade of the century Jack London foresaw, in The Iron Heel, the 
emergence of an oppressive power that would trample upon American 
society. As late as the TNEC study of The Structure of the American 
Economy there was a surviving emphasis upon the enormous power of 
the business corporation. At that time a number of American liberal 
critics, writing in the shadow of Marxism and with the heavy sense of 
the march of the corporate empires weighing upon them, wrote at times 
as if it had already in fact happened, and as if “monopoly Fascism” had 
already taken possession of America or was about to do so. 

There are several important facts about the corporate empires to be 
kept in mind. One is their nonpolitical character. Even with the decline 
of the profit-ownership incentive, the great spur in corporate activity is 
still that of profit and productive achievement rather than political 
power. This absorption—and quite properly—is with economic aims, not 
primarily political. As a result, what has developed is not a corporate 
totalitarianism but more like a corporate syndicalism, using “syndical¬ 
ism” in the sense of a concentration of power for the purposes of eco¬ 
nomic action. 

Another fact is that the decisions in a corporate economy are decen¬ 
tralized. The classical economic theory of decisions made by small indi¬ 
vidual enterprisers, with Adam Smith’s “hand of God” watching over 
them, is obviously no longer true—if it ever was. Yet even with the big 
corporations doing most of the decision-making, it is still true that each 
of them does it as a going economic concern, instead of its being done at 
the governmental centers as part of a planning process. As Galbraith 
puts it, “Even where the concentration of control over industry is rela¬ 
tively great, the final authority over production decisions is held at a 
comparatively large number of points,” Given the high and complex 
living standards of the Americans, centralized decisions would be almost 
impossible. In a period of serious inflation they become necessary, espe¬ 
cially on questions of price and wage ceilings, and governmental inter¬ 
vention moves in: even when they are necessary they make the economic 
process clumsy. 

Finally, the corporate empires continue to struggle with one another. 
Using Galbraith’s suggestive phrase again, the older concept of competi¬ 
tion among a host of individual producers or sellers has now been re¬ 
placed (since competition has in many senses vanished) by the concept 
of “countervailing power.” There is a struggle inside the corporate 
hierarchy between the Big Corporation and Big Distribution, chiefly in 
the form of the chain stores and the mail-order houses; there is a struggle 
also between Big Agriculture, which exercises considerable political 
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pressures, and the Big Corporation; add to that the struggle between 
Big Unionism and all of them; and add finally the struggle between all 
of them and Big Government. 

In this sense there is a pull and tension within the American economy 
which lessens the power of monopoly capitalism itself. The drive toward 
centralization of power has affected not only the industrial producers 
but the farmers, the workers, the distributors, and the government itself. 
What gives the economy its freedom is no longer the “free market” in 
the old sense but the tug of war between power groups whose swollen 
strength has burst the bounds of the free market. It is the great paradox 
of the American economy that it escapes totalitarianism by the fact of a 
continuing titanic struggle of vast imperial units within itself. It follows, 
therefore, that the growth of monopolies and mergers, dangerous as they 
are because all concentrated power is dangerous, has not in itself de¬ 
stroyed American freedom. 

It may be this kind of unconscious insight that has led Americans to 
allow the growth of monopolies at the same time that their logical 
minds have led them to put antimonopoly laws on the statute books and 
to make feeble efforts at enforcing them. It follows also that, given the 
growth of monopoly capitalism, the emergence of the powerful trade- 
unions has been not a menace but an element of economic and social 
health, as one of the great counterbalancing forces. It follows similarly 
that the power of the chain stores and of the agricultural bloc has op¬ 
erated further toward holding this balance. And, finally, the bigness of 
the government and its network of regulatory measures—dangerous as 
they are in themselves—have operated to keep the other power concen¬ 
trations from destroying one another and the public welfare in the 
process. 

Thus corporate business in America does not have anything like the 
political power that is sometimes ascribed to it, especially by those who 
are still influenced by foreign parallels. Yet in a curious way business has 
a good deal more power than its defenders will admit. It comes largely 
through default. In a mass-consumption economy of high living stand¬ 
ards there is inevitably a de-emphasis of political struggle: the trues as 
between classes and interest groups grow less sharp than they were in 
the period before World War I or in the 1920s and 1930s. While the 
economy itself is maintained in something like an equilibrium by the 
confronting of the "Bigs,” the only forces that can swing considerable 
power are the corporations and the trade-unions. As between the two, 
the corporations have more money, control the destinies of more people, 
and can influence the stereotypes of thinking of the whole population. 
They therefore tend to be the top dog, even though they may not be 
themselves aware of having clearly political aims and drives. 
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4. The Property Revolution 

In spite of America’s role as the chief residual defender of the system of 
private property in its pristine purity, the position of property in 
America is neither private nor pure. In a dynamic economy like the 
American the bundle of legal claims called "property” never remains 
stable: a change in technical processes, a shift in consumption habits, a 
new invention in technology' or managerial practice, a depression or a 
war, may give new value to claims hitherto ignored or diminish others 
hitherto cherished. 

Property is not a simple or single right. It has become a property- 
complex—a tangle of ideas, emotions, and attitudes, as well as of legal 
and economic practices. As such it has been drastically transformed in 
the era of Big Technology and the corporate empires. According to the 
more naive version of the business legend, private property has always 
been the American “way of life” and always will be. This has lost much 
of its meaning. For those who possess property, in the sense of substan¬ 
tial stockholdings and investments, it is mainly a symbol of status for the 
present and security for the future. For the rest, who may have homes 
and automobiles but are propertyless in the sense of industrial holdings, 
it is something they hope to acquire for themselves or their children: 
this hope, along with the things in their own life that they value and 
enjoy, serves to link them with the holders of property and power. The 
forms of property have changed, but the emotions and loyalties it evokes 
go back deep into the American past. 

The American ideas about property were deeply influenced by a trio 
of English thinkers—Locke, Blackstone, and Herbert Spencer—but it was 
the structure of American society up until the end of the nineteenth 
century that gave substance to their theories. The components of the 
property idea—that a man had a right to the things with which he had 
mixed his sweat, that his property was linked with his craft and job and 
therefore with his personality, that you could no more deprive him of 
his property than of his freedom and individuality, that in fact his indi¬ 
viduality was linked with the property which made him self-sufficient 
and self-reliant, and that he could do what he wished with the property 
that was his—these elements of the property idea had force in a social 
setting where almost every man owned a piece of land or hoped to save 
enough on his job to start a small business. In the America of the 
farmer and the owner-enterpriser, private property was a way of organiz¬ 
ing not only the economy but also the personality. 

This was reinforced by the underlying theological premises of the 
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Christian idea.* The Christian allegory of death and resurrection—the 
sacrifice for a piinciple sacred to the personality—gave a militant edge to 
the crusade for property, which was so closely tied with the personality. 
The roots of individualism in the Calvinist idea of calling and election 
gave further strength to the secular insignia of success in vocation. The 
theological premises of St. Augustine’s City of God and of Bunyan’s 
Grace Abounding combined in America to give property the aura of 
grace. In the moral and emotional climate of the earlier America, en¬ 
trance into the Heavenly City required that one be shrived of poverty 
and invested with property. The clinching element of the property idea 
was the doctrine of natural rights, by which private property came to be 
accepted as inalienable from the person, part of “the laws of Nature and 
of Nature’s God” that predated human society and therefore could not 
be changed by human enactment. This theology of the property idea 
helped the possessors to hold on to their power and invested their posi¬ 
tion with the support of popular conviction. In a society that regarded 
property as grace, business enterprise had strong roots in the general 
allegiance. 

But as the conditions of property changed, with Big Technology and 
the corporate empires, the gap between the property idea and the sot ial 
reality widened, until property of the old sort-family-owned and owner- 
managed—became a kind of residual legend, still dung to even when it 
was stripped of all but a lingering historical memory. Industrial prop¬ 
erty became centralized, family ownership waned, the corporate form 
pushed aside the others, the size of the property unit shifted—and 
America, which had one** been a society mainly of small property own¬ 
ers, became a society not only of the Big Technology and the Big Cor¬ 
poration but also of Big Property. 

Small Property still exists in the form of small farms, small businesses, 
and tiny shops, but the independent farmer is a dwindling fraction of 
the population, the small manufacturer is being crowded by the great 
corporations, and the little merchant finds himself precariously caught 
in an economy of big department stores, chain stoies, mail-order firms, 
and discount houses. In the division of the nation among big property, 
small property, and the unpropertied, big property is increasing in 
power, small property is increasing in numbers (there were over five mil¬ 
lion nonfarm enterprises in the mid-1950s, an increase of over a million 
in a quarter century) but shrinking in power, while the unpropertied 
are growing in numbers despite the wider diffusion of stock ownership 
and are as powerless as the unpropertied have always been everywhere. 

Before the world wars there still seemed a chance to have the issue 

• The argument given loo sketchily here is discussed further*as the freedom 
property complex, in Ch. X, See. 2 , “American Thought: the Angle of Vision.” 
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fought out between Big and Small Property, and the great names of the 
Progressive Era—Wilson and Brandeis, La Follette and Norris, J. Allen 
Smith and Parrington and Beard—were the men who, even in the face of 
the challenge from the corporate empires, clung to the Jefferson-Jack- 
son-Lintoln conception of an America of small property. It was this 
issue which furnished one of the great stakes of the social struggle for 
several generations. The struggle was lost by Small Property, mainly be¬ 
cause it was waged not only against the corporate empires but also 
against their Big Technology, which was even harder to beat. In this 
struggle the impersonal Big Corporation had the advantage of putting 
on its enemy’s uniform, garbing itself in the emotion-laden insignia of 
the idea of individualist property that had been shaped in an era of 
petty trade, small handicraft, and family ownership and operation, and 
was being invoked to sanction the triumph of the corporation and its 
new managerial elite. 

I do not write of Big Property here as if it were always evil and 
monopolist, and of Small Property as if it were always good. Neither is 
necessarily true. The American worship of magnitudes, even when 
turned upside down to become a cult of the small, still remains an obses¬ 
sion with numbers. The monopoly power—defined as the power to ma¬ 
nipulate price and output by being strategically placed to do so—may 
apply to both big and small corporations that are thus strategically 
placed, although it is more likely to apply to the big ones. In the ever- 
greater market of a high level, mass-production economy the increase in 
corporate size is bound to keep pace with the growth in the size of the 
market. The American economy has shown a striking capacity for main¬ 
taining its freedom of energy even while changing and seemingly rigidi- 
fying its forms. 

Two examples may serve to underscore this. One is in the area of 
competition: to a striking degree price competition in the mass-produc¬ 
tion industries has been replaced by brand and product competition; 
for example, technological innovation has made glass, rubber, steel, 
aluminum, and plastics compete with one another in many industrial 
and domestic uses. The second example is in the insurance companies, 
the investment trusts, and the pension funds. During the 1950s it was 
estimated that at least 80 per cent of all the new venture capital which 
was supplied to the organized capital market came through these big 
institutional investors. In a sense it may be said that they act as trustees 
for the savings and holdings of the ordinary American—a new kind of 
trusteeship which differs from the vaunted trusteeship of the Big Cor¬ 
poration itself. To the extent that these institutional investors safe¬ 
guard the property interests of the small man. Small Property may be 
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said to have re-emerged in the investment market even after it fiad to 
give way in production itself. 

It would be wrong to say that the corporate empires entrenched pri¬ 
vate property, but even more wrong to say that they destroyed it. A bet¬ 
ter way is to say that the modern corporation "smashed the property 
atom,” breaking it into constituent particles and reassigning them. The 
bond owner now gets one kind of return; the stockholder gets another; 
the large-minority-bloc stockholders have a hand in corporate decisions, 
sharing control with the managers, while the small stockholders who 
may together represent the majority ownership get their dividends but 
have little power of control except as their interests in the profits and 
security of their holdings are the concern of the big institutional in¬ 
vestors I have discussed. The worker, who once had the hope of becom¬ 
ing a property owner by starting a business, still makes a stab at it in 
many cases but with a high rate of business failures. His realistic chance 
of owning property rests on becoming himself a small stockholder. For a 
fitful moment, during the "sitdown strikes” of 1936 and 1937, there was 
talk of the worker’s property right in his job, but this did too much vio¬ 
lence to the whole property tradition, which was emotionally linked 
with owners and not workers. 

What the corporate revolution did was not to strip the propertied 
class of its power but to extend the reach of that class and change prop¬ 
erty relations within it. Where the owner had once controlled his own 
industrial property and capital and received profit from his own man¬ 
agement and risk, he still got the profits in the form of dividends, but 
the decisions and control on which they were based were now bureauc¬ 
ratized, being shifted to the managerial group. 

The processes of corporate investment have also suffered a drastic 
change. A recent analysis of the formation of capital from 1919 to 1947 
shows the following: in that period the American capital accumulation 
was 770 billion dollars; 34 per cent (262 billion) was undistributed 
profits of the corporations themselves and was plowed back; 40 per cent 
(310 billion) was in the form of bank credit, used for capital expansion; 
26 per cent (198 billion) was individual savings—that is, the savings of 
the risk-taker in the classical sense. But when the last figure is broken 
down, one finds that most of it went into savings banks or life insurance 
or durable consumers' goods which count as personal capital; some of it 
went into corporate bonds, paying a set return. Only a little more than 
3 per cent of the individual savings went into corporate stocks. In 1948, 
in a year when the national income was 225 billion, only a billion dol¬ 
lars went into new corporate stock, common and preferred. 

This means that the big corporation no longer goes*,out into the 
market looking for savings. It plows back its own profits. This was fore- 
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shadowed decades ago: Charles M. Schwab, the steel industrialist, when 
asked in 1923 what the future of American industry would be, answered, 
"Why won’t it be in the future as in the past, all the money you make 
and more put back into the business?” A few recent figures indicate that 
business has followed his advice. In 1929 the American corporations re¬ 
invested 20 per cent of their profits; in 1950 they reinvested 70 per cent. 

There are many reasons for this high rate of corporate self-financing. 
With huge profits, high government taxes, and the desire of the man¬ 
agers to show corporate growth as an index of their own managerial 
skill and achievement, the corporation has become almost self-sufficient, 
even in terms of its capital formation. Its new bond flotations are largely 
taken up by savings banks and insurance companies. This has led to the 
suggestion that most of the corporate capital today is in a sense "con¬ 
scripted capital,” either plowed back by corporate administrative deci¬ 
sion, or invested for individuals by banks and insurance companies, or 
taken by the government in taxes and invested in public works pro¬ 
grams and armament industries. Even more important is the decline of 
the investment banker. Compare his role in the merger movement of 
the 1890s and 1900s with his lesser role today, and the change becomes 
dramatic. There has long been a conviction that whoever controls the 
money market controls the corporate empires, and that whoever controls 
credit possesses the crucial power. This conviction was the basis for the 
economic thinking of Louis D. Brandeis about “other peoples' money” 
and for a whole series of Federal investigations of the "Money Trust.” It 
was also the core idea of the European conceptions of Amcrkan "finance 
capitalism" from Lenin through Hilferding to the lesser Marxists of to¬ 
day. This is far less true now, given the new trend of corporate self¬ 
financing which keeps the economy moving. The American economy 
during the past half century or longer has shifted from finance capital¬ 
ism to corporate capitalism. 

The consequences of all this for the property idea are far-reaching. It 
is hard to use the individualist "natural rights” defense of corporate 
power and talk of the managerial elite mixing their sweat with the soil 
or with their tools. As for the question of profits and power as a reward 
for business skills, what has happened is that the profits in the form of 
dividends go to the stockholders who have to show few business skills 
except shrewdness in knowing when to buy or sell stocks, while power 
without profits has gone to those who show the managerial skills. 

As for the idea of risk-taking, one of the stock themes of business- 
minded editorial writers was that risk capital was the life blood of the 
economy, and that the welfare state might destroy it. But the reality is 
that risk capital has changed its form and nature. Like the profit motive 
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in business, it was a carry-over from the era of small business enterprise 
into the Era of the Sure Thing. There is still risk in corporate enter¬ 
prise. In their measured and ponderous way, corporations do take risks 
and often very great ones. But the capital they use is not individual 
entrepreneur capital, and the managers do not take risks with their own 
money. Nevertheless they have a sense that the corporate capital that 
they are risking is theirs, that it might otherwise be used for dividends or 
for strengthening their working funds, and that their own prestige as 
managers depends upon risking it wisely. In addition there is the gen¬ 
eralized risk of violent fluctuations in the economy as a whole, due to the 
business cycle: the Great Depression confiscated more business values, 
running into the tens of billions, than the New Deal could ever have 
done, and when President Eisenhower suffered a heart attack, the loss in 
corporate values by stock-market quotations was immense. 

With its two main underpinnings removed—the profit incentive and 
the reward for risk—what remains of the original theory of private 
property? Not much, it must be admitted: the original theory needs 
drastic overhauling, yet the social reality of private property is still a 
force in the American economy. Private property has not been abol¬ 
ished, either by Big Government or the Big Corporation: it has taken 
new forms. It is still private in the sense that it is not statist, but it has 
ceased to be individualist and has become corporate, institutional, and 
managerial. The incentives of the owners of Big Property are no longer 
profit-from-skill but have become profit-from-dividends, security for 
life, and if possible a “killing” on the stock market. 

As for the incentive of the managers, some of them get options on 
blocs of stock at a low price as part of their salaries and to that extent 
are corporate owners also. Their salary range is broad: some may get 
less than $25,000 a year, others more than a quarter million (the highest 
salaries are in tobacco, liquor, cosmetics, drugs, movies, and broadcast¬ 
ing), and many of them get extra "bonuses,” but only a handful are 
in the millionaire income class. Nonetheless as a group they belong to 
the big-income class and consider themselves part of Big Property. They 
know that each quarter they must show a good profits record, along 
with a good production and sales-volume record and a good labor-rela¬ 
tions record. 

They are usually able men, college graduates from the Midwest or the 
Northeast who “get along with people,” wear the right clothes, have the 
right friends, and possess "agreeable” personalities. They work hard, 
carrying their work home with them at night, are reluctant to retire, 
and have great pride in their craft. They may be spurred on by the 
pace of technical advance behind which they dare not lag^or by shifts 
in the market situation with which they must keep up; but their im- 
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portant incentives are pride, prestige, and self-expression in their work. 
While rhey may have few competitors in their own industry, the cor¬ 
porate rivalry is usually intense. Sometimes it is a gamelike rivalry, as 
with the General Motors-Ford struggle to show which of them will be 
Number One in the small-car market. Sometimes, as with the automo¬ 
bile manufacturers in the lesser companies, it is a grimmer question of 
whether they will be pushed out of the market altogether. The can¬ 
nibalism among corporations is as great as among the tribes in the 
Congo jungle, although it operates with the sanction of law as well as 
corporate tribal practice. 

One of the great spurs, for both owners and managers, is the sense of 
power flowing from the massive capital whose investment they organize. 
This includes the indirect power over legislators, government adminis¬ 
trators, and the communications industries, which the possessors of big 
investments and the dispensers of big advertising can count on. The 
managers associate themselves with Big Property and have become its 
agents. A Regent has become King but he rules in the old regal fashion, 
in the interests of the dynasty. The freedom to do what one will with 
properly, which is still claimed by the corporate regents as it was once 
by the individualist business kings, is still the watchword of the cham¬ 
pions of corporate “private property”; and the property fears of the 
managers express themselves as strongly in opposition to "dangerous” 
ideas at home and abroad as those of the owners ever did. 

One change in attitude has, however, taken plate. The managers of 
the big corporations are likely to have a broader vision of the economy 
as a whole and its place in the world than the individual small business¬ 
men, who are close to the competitive struggle and feel embittered both 
by their labor difficulties and by the big chunk of their income which 
the government takes in taxes. No Poujadist movement has arisen 
among American shopkeepers and small businessmen, as it did in 
France in the mid-1950s, yet there is a discernible narrowness of out¬ 
look in the small sectors of the American economy as well. 

There remains to speak of the property ideas of the propertyless. The 
path to property in the earlier America was either through small land- 
holding, usually on the advancing frontier, or by starting a small firm 
and making it larger, finally building it into a great established busi¬ 
ness and even a family fortune. The path to property now is more 
likely to be by the carving out of a career in the managerial hierarchy. 
Those who are not managers may shift from one occupation to another, 
or from industrial worker to white collar or professional, but they re¬ 
main unpropertied. 

Yet it would be wrong to conclude that the property idea has no 
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hold on them. No dogmatically Socialist appeal has ever had much suc¬ 
cess with them in America, and they have consistently refused to take 
on the class-conscious bitterness assigned to them by the Marxist writers. 
However gieat the gap between the corporate reality and the theory 
of private property, the propertyless still assign the production record 
of America and their own increased living standards to the regime of 
private property. It may be "folklore,” but folklore has a way of re¬ 
taining its hold on the people. They are willing to consider the masters 
of corporate property the ttustecs of the private-property system until 
such time as they themselves or their children (for hope has never died 
in their hearts) will break into the charmed circle. They are resigned 
to Big Property not because they believe in some “harmony of inter¬ 
ests,” or think there is no conflict between top dog and bottom dog, 
but because each in his heart hopes still to be a top dog and therefore 
tends to identify with him. Even American unionism, as Hoxie long 
ago pointed out, is a property-minded "business unionism.” 

But I do not want to emphasize too much the identification with the 
Big Property group. Most of the propertyless are so only when judged 
in terms of industrial capital or land. Their real concern is with their 
personal property: a "home,” even if it has a mortgage; a car, even an 
old one; some savings, even if inflation is depleting them; clothes and 
fashions; a TV set and kitchen appliances; a job, which to most Ameri¬ 
cans is theirs and therefore has property aspects; perhaps even a few 
shares of stock; and the hope someday of "taking it easy” and "retiring,” 
on a different scale from the rich corporate owner and manager, but 
in much the same spirit of being invested with property as grace. 


5 . Business and Its Satellites 

Like any imperial force, the corporate empires have opened hitherto 
untapped areas of American life and added to their domain a whole 
array of satellite activities. Even the barest profile of the business pat¬ 
tern in mid-twentieth-century America shows it unlike anything De 
Tocqueville or Bryce dreamed of and unlike the picture of American 
business in even so late a study as Harold Laski's American Democracy, 
which depicted a doomed figure of business enterprise in the sickroom 
of capitalism. There is no doom and no sickroom. One should not un¬ 
derestimate the swaggering sense of power of the Big Corporation in 
the "New Age of Confidence” of American business. It is the confident 
behavior of a conqueror, not the delusional behavior of a victim. 

In the galaxy of the satellites one starts with the accountants who are 
in charge of the anatomy of corporate enterprise and who chart the 
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pecuniary position of tax avoidance without too openly committing 
evasion, and the lawyers who snarl and unsnarl the legal relations with 
other corporate empires or the government. 

Take the long-drawn-out litigation of the antitrust suits against the 
nation's investment bankers or the Giannini banking chain or the Du 
Pont empire or the A 8c P chain or U.S. Steel; add intramural suits like 
that of Kaiser-Fraser against Cyrus Eaton of Cleveland, or the color 
television patent rivalry of R.C.A. and C.B.S.; add the internal battles 
for corporate control between rival groups of stockholders, as in the 
cases of Montgomery Ward, the N.Y. Central, and the Penn-Texas Co.; 
add new corporate creations and reorganizations; add the intricacies of 
calculating plant and machinery obsolescence for tax purposes, or allow¬ 
ances for plant expansion in the case of conversion to an armament 
economy; add charitable trusts, family foundations, and other devices; 
add transactions between the semiautonomous branches of the same cor¬ 
porate empire: the sum becomes a complex of activities that can be 
carried on only by a general staff of legal and financial trouble shooters. 
In Newton’s universe, it has been said, God became a mathematician. 
In the Newtonian universe of the Big Corporation the mathematical 
roles of accountant, tax expert, and legal technician gave their posses¬ 
sors the status, if not of gods, then at least of demigods. 

Then there are the statisticians, economic analysts, and survey mak¬ 
ers. The Big Corporation is continually sensitive to the world outlook, 
the business outlook, the stock market, the raw material markets, the 
labor market, the “Washington scene,” the political outlook, and the 
market analyses and motivational research for its own products. The 
alert corporate executive must either develop broad perspectives him¬ 
self or get good expert advice, or both. He reads the newsletters with 
the "inside” of the Washington and world scene. He relies on one sur¬ 
vey after another; in fact, this trend has even reached into the movies 
and the mass magazines, which can scarcely take a step without first 
finding out by a survey sampling of reader opinion or audience reaction 
what the consequences are likely to be. Thus the business executive 
finds his attention focused on an array of barometers. 

The stock-market barometer is one of these, both for the executive 
and for the large massive investors. The struggle of "bulls” and “bears” 
has become an American form of bread-and-circuses. In the boom of the 
late 1920s there was a scramble for speculative profits by clerks, school¬ 
teachers, millhands, industrial workers. Again and again they were 
slaughtered by “insiders,” like the Meehan-Raskob-Durant-Chrysler pool 
in 1929 which bid up R.C.A. stock and unloaded it on the unwary 
outsiders for a profit of over five million. The great market crash of 
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1929 has become part of the folklore of America, an image of tyigled 
ticker tape, desperate men, and ruined lives, ruefully remembered by 
a burned generation of amateur speculators. The Securities Exchange 
Commission (SEC), one of the features of reformed capitalism-on-pro¬ 
bation, bans the cruder forms of mayhem practiced on the small-scale 
investor, yet for twenty years after Black Friday the sound investors 
stayed away from all except the bluest of blue-chip common stock and 
preferred bonds. The Stock Exchange finally took to advertising to per¬ 
suade the public to “come back in,” and some of the Exchange firms 
held classes to educate investors, especially the women. 

More important, however, was the fact of a continuing inflationary 
trend after World War II, based on staggering profits and dividends, 
the emergence of new industries, government buying in a war-geared 
economy, and rising living standards. During the whole postwar decade 
of 1946-1956 a series of bull markets, punctuated by periodic downward 
bearish swoops, kept the financial and investors community in a state 
of almost constant buoyancy of mood, finding new devotees for the 
"New Era" theory of market analysis—that stock buyers should be 
bullish because in the New Era stock values were based on the American 
future itself. Some analysts asserted that an inflationary trend had be¬ 
come permanent in the economy; and institutional funds—savings banks, 
life insurance, pension funds, and private trusts—began buying common 
stock. In 1952 a Brookings study found 6,500,000 Americans in the 
stock market, holding 30,300,000 shares in stock issues traded on the 
organized exchanges and over the counter. In the mid-1950s the figures 
were even higher. 

Actually the history of the market, whose daily ups and downs are 
read on commuters' trains and club cars like the Koran by the Moslem 
faithful, has shown violent fluctuations over the course of the years, re¬ 
sulting in what business circles know as “brokers’ blood pressure" and 
the ulcer-diet, milk-and-cracker menus in the restaurants near the Ex¬ 
change. Stock speculation—the "exchange of present money for an ex¬ 
pectation of future money”—expresses the impatient desire of many 
Americans to get rick quick—at least quicker than the normal process 
of work and savings will allow—and thus provide security for the future 
and some of the luxuries which have become necessities. It also gives 
scope to the risk element that is being crowded out of the society, and 
it has a special appeal for those who lead humdrum lives on rarely 
fluctuating incomes. The peaks, troughs, and plateaus of the market, as 
shown on plotted charts, are for them the only landscape worth watch¬ 
ing. For them the tons of market-analysis literature are produced, most 
of it not much better than palmistry or astrology. A study by the Cowles 
Commission, of the predictive success of the forecasters dVer the span 
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of two generations, shows that they did no better than the guessers 
in a random card game. Even the famed Dow-Jones theory, of watching 
the monthly averages of industrial and railroad stocks and betting that 
a distinct trend will continue rather than change, has been described 
as a kind of primitive weather forecasting. 

Some of the stock-market professionals, in Bernard Baruch’s words, 
have had to study "the whole history and background of the market and 
all the principal companies whose stocks are on the board, as carefully 
as a medical student studies anatomy” and have needed “the cool nerve 
of a great gambler, the sixth sense of a clairvoyant, .and the courage of 
a lion.” They have made fortunes, often by selling “short” or getting 
out at the right time. But the mass of the people has generally shown a 
talent for being perversely wrong. 

There is also the large, undramatic group of real investors, who are 
less concerned with short-range fluctuations than with long-range trends, 
who have a basic confidence in continued corporate prosperity and wish 
to share in it. Stocks enable them to become the "owners” of the ma¬ 
jority stock of corporations, although they are like the passive specta¬ 
tors of mass sports and cannot control what takes place in the ring or 
fisld. They get a stake in the success and survival of the corporate sys¬ 
tem itself, which is one of the strongest psychological facts about the 
hold of business on the American mind. Yet even for those who do not 
invest, the market has continued to be a register of hopes and fears for 
the economy. In terms of ethnology, the fluctuating market has become 
the totem of the business civilization, which has moved away from the 
fetishism of the commodity to the fetishism of “business conditions.” 

A more crucial form of business magic is salesmanship. There has 
been a well-marked transiormation of the art of the older personal 
seller, who either owned his own shop or had a gtoup of customers 
whom he knew well, into an impersonal although synthetically "person¬ 
alized” salesmanship. In an economy of the Big Technology and the 
Big Corporation, it is not surprising that Americans have developed 
Big Merchandising. One of the lessons American businessmen have 
learned during the last twenty years is a paradoxical one: while mass 
production makes mass distribution necessary, it is even truer to say 
that mass distribution makes mass production possible. And salesman¬ 
ship is the key art of the whole structure of mass distribution. 

In this sense it is the core activity of the American economy, with 
technology, production, and financing all subsidiary to it. A business 
magazine described it as "the biggest man-made force to keep the econ¬ 
omy going. When it falters . . . recession follows.” Even though com¬ 
petition has been drastically modified within any one mass-production 
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industry, there is still brand and product competition and—mpst of all 
—the need to keep the machine going. The role ol productivity is to 
set the pace: where machines are pouring out so much commodity vol¬ 
ume, and the high profits are being plowed back into the new technol¬ 
ogy, the problem is to continue unloading the products on the consum¬ 
ers. As a result, the sales manager is in some way the key figure of the 
American corporation—more so than the engineer, the production man¬ 
ager, or even the financial executive. The new corporation presidents 
often rise to their posts because of their work as sales managers. What 
should have been “finance capitalism”—according to the Marxist gos¬ 
pel—has become a sales economy instead, and capitalism has enacted 
a Copernican revolution in which all the other planets are now found 
to be revolving around the central sun of selling. 

The salesman may operate in the shop itself or “on the road”—that 
is, selling to shops, department-store buyers, manufacturers; he may 
operate on an international level, like Grover Whalen, who "sold” 
the World’s Fair to foreign governments, or James A. Farley, who made 
Coca-Cola a symbol of American business enterprise all over Europe, 
or Paul Hoffman, who rose from Studebaker salesman to Marshall Plan 
Administrator. On every level American business has developed sales¬ 
manship into the “art of planned persuasion.” The elements of this art 
are the right kind of packaging (this is notably true in cosmetics, which 
stress seductive and glamorous mystery, and automobiles, which stress 
chromium-plated razzle-dazzle); systems of installment buying and con¬ 
sumer financing; an effective sales "theme,” sales “line," or sales “an¬ 
gle” (the "line” of the insurance salesman has become part of American 
folklore); and the stress on the personality of the salesman or salesgirl, 
whose "smile behind the tountcr is commercialized lure” and who have 
become part of the “personality market,” where the skills are skills in 
selling people rather than producing things. One of the less attractive 
by-products of the stress on salesmanship has been the development of 
personality courses, charm schools, and a popular literature of self- 
improvement that teaches the art of manipulating people. 

But this kind of manipulative face-to-face salesmanship is itself giv¬ 
ing way to the absentee selling through advertising in national media 
of press, magazines, radio, and television. Like the corporation, adver¬ 
tising was not invented by the Americans but it has been carried fur¬ 
thest and is most at home within the American frame. The go-getting 
temper which used to be associated with the personal salesman has been 
transferred to advertising copy, the singing commercials on the radio, 
and the "selling pitch” on television. Their purpose is not so much the 
immediate selling of the product as the creation of a favorable climate 
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within which either the sale becomes easy or the customer is induced 
to ask for the product himself. 

Much of the thinking of American corporate executives is devoted 
to the refinements of the exact nuance to be conveyed in the advertis¬ 
ing. A whole new industry—that of the advertising agencies, their ac 
count men, their idea men, their layout people and artists, their profes 
sional models—has arisen to extol the merits and suggest the glamoui 
of particular commodity brands. Without such national advertising the 
mass-circulation magazine would have to find a different revenue base, 
and radio and television—at least in their present form—would wither 
on the vine. A literature and a cultural folklore have been built around 
the "hucksters”—their techniques, personality patterns, ulcers, and con¬ 
sciences. Where a generation ago young college men whose sole capital 
was their boldness and quick wits and ready charm tended to go into 
stockbroking, they now go into the advertising agencies. With a febrile 
intensity they aim at what television advertising circles call the "re¬ 
laxed sell” and the "hard sell.” Their craft has had a more than tran¬ 
sient effect upon the vocabulary of the business world. "Want to mark 
yourself as a comer in the advertising field?” asks W. H. Whyte, Jr., in 
Is Anybody Listening? "Speak, then, of fun stories, sweet guys, the hard 
sell, straw men you set up to back into, and points you can hang your 
hat on. For each field you will find a subglossary, and, common to all 
of them, such universal terms as 'play it by ear,’ 'the pitch,’ 'the deal,' 
and the many expressions built on the suffix ‘wise.’ (‘Budget-wise, Al, 
the pitch shapes up like this . . .’)” 

Advertising does more than help sell the produces on which business 
is built: it has also provided a special kind of language for the people 
as a whole. Even before American children learn the language of the 
primer and the schoolroom they mimic the language of the commercials 
on TV, and of the world of comic little Disneylike men and animated 
packages that accompany the commercials. Even more important, as 
David Potter has noted, is the fact that advertising speaks in highly 
charged symbolic terms and surrounds Americans with a universe of 
images of plenty. This conditions them to the act of purchase, but it 
also conditions them to a view of the American economy as a cornu¬ 
copia abounding in good things. Periodically there used to be attacks 
from the Left upon advertising as an institution: it is a proof of the 
efficacy of advertising that these attacks have died down. Either the 
critics have concluded that the whole venture is futile or they have 
themselves ended by being "sold” on the object of their attack. 

"Public relations” is the youngest of the corporate satellites and 
brings with it into the corporate world a spanking brashness and an 



